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Why  GAO  Did  This  Study 

The  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens 
Absentee  Voting  Act  generally  protects 
the  rights  of  military  personnel  and 
overseas  citizens  to  register  and  vote 
absentee  in  federai  elections.  In  2014, 
the  most  recently  completed  federal 
election,  the  Election  Assistance 
Commission  estimated  that  around  6 
percent,  or  8,500  of  the  146,000  ballots 
submitted  by  voters  covered  under  the 
act,  were  rejected.  DCD’s  Federal 
Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP) 
generally  implements  many  of  the  act’s 
provisions  and  provides  absentee 
voting  support. 

GAC  was  asked  to  review  matters 
related  to  FVAP.  GAC  assesses  the 
extent  to  which  DCD  has  (1)  identified 
challenges  with  its  military  and 
overseas  voting  assistance  efforts  and 
developed  plans  to  address  those 
challenges,  and  (2)  implemented 
strategic  pianning  practices  to  heip 
ensure  the  long-term  effectiveness  of 
FVAP.  GAC  reviewed  2010-14  post¬ 
election  surveys,  2014-15  DCD- 
commissioned  studies,  and  compared 
documentation  of  FVAP  pians  with 
leading  federai  strategic  planning 
practices:  and  interviewed  FVAP 
officials  and  program  stakeholders. 

What  GAO  Recommends 

GAC  recommends  that  DCD 
establish  time  frames  for  actions  FVAP 
identified  to  address  challenges,  fully 
implement  the  selected  leading 
practices  of  federal  strategic  planning 
into  its  day-to-day  operations,  and 
develop  a  strategic  plan  that  fully 
exhibits  the  six  seiected  ieading 
practices  of  federal  strategic  planning. 
DCD  generally  concurred  with  GAC’s 
recommendations. 
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What  GAO  Found 

The  Department  of  Defense  (DOD),  through  its  Federal  Voting  Assistance 
Program  (FVAP),  has  taken  steps  to  identify  challenges  and  needed 
improvements  to  its  military  and  overseas  absentee  voting  assistance  efforts. 
However,  two  long-standing  issues — limited  awareness  of  resources  for  voters 
and  the  unpredictable  postal  delivery  of  absentee  ballots — continue  to  pose 
challenges.  DOD-commissioned  studies  and  post-election  survey  results  indicate 
that  there  is  limited  awareness  of  FVAP’s  resources  among  military  and  overseas 
voters.  A  2015  study  found,  for  example,  that  the  online  availability  of  blank 
ballots  led  to  one  of  the  most  significant  improvements  in  military  and  overseas 
absentee  voting.  At  the  same  time,  the  full  benefits  of  the  improvement  had  not 
been  realized  because  voters  remained  unaware  that  ballots  could  be  requested 
online.  Regarding  the  unpredictable  postal  delivery  of  absentee  ballots,  the 
timeliness  of  a  voter’s  receipt  or  return  of  an  absentee  ballot  depends  on  a 
number  of  variables,  such  as  the  mode  and  speed  of  transportation  used  to 
transmit  mail.  DOD  has  identified  actions  that  it  will  take  to  address  these  and 
other  issues.  However,  these  challenges  persist,  in  part,  because  DOD  has  not 
established  time  frames  for  completing  the  actions  it  has  identified. 

DOD’s  implementation  of  FVAP  partially  exhibits  six  selected  leading  practices  of 
federal  strategic  planning.  As  shown  below,  the  program  exhibits  some,  but  not 
all,  of  the  characteristics  that  make  up  each  practice. 


Six  selected  leading  practices  of 
federal  strategic  planning 

Partial  implementation  of  practice 

Define  the  mission  and  goals 

FVAP  has  revised  its  mission,  purpose,  and  strategic 
goals,  but  has  not  made  them  publicly  available 

Define  strategies  that  address 

DOD  has  identified  challenges  and  some  actions,  but 

management  challenges  and  identify 
resources  needed  to  achieve  goals 

not  fully  identified  strategies  and  resources  to  address 
challenges  associated  with  postal  delivery  of  ballots 

Ensure  leadership  involvement  and 
accountability 

Leadership  of  FVAP  has  stabilized,  but  DOD  has  not 
fully  established  and  institutionalized  mechanisms  to 
help  ensure  the  accountability  of  the  FVAP  leadership 

Involve  stakeholders 

DOD  communicates  with  stakeholders,  but  has  not  fully 
involved  all  of  its  stakeholders  in  the  development  of  the 
program’s  mission  and  goals 

Coordinate  with  other  federal  agencies 

DOD  coordinates  with  other  federal  agencies,  but  did 
not  fully  include  them  in  the  development  of  the 
program’s  mission,  goals,  and  strategies 

Develop  and  use  performance  measures 

DOD  uses  some  performance  metrics,  but  does  not  use 
metrics  to  evaluate  FVAP’s  progress  toward  achieving 
its  goals 

Source:  GAO  Analysis  of  DOD  data.  |  GAO-16-378 


According  to  officials,  as  of  February  2016,  DOD  did  not  have  a  long-term, 
comprehensive  strategy,  such  as  a  strategic  plan,  for  its  voting  assistance 
program,  to  institutionalize  existing  practices  and  establish  accountability  for 
efforts  that  need  further  development — such  as  those  related  to  the  partially 
exhibited  leading  practices  identified.  Without  a  comprehensive  strategic  plan 
that  institutionalizes  a  long-term  vision,  it  will  be  difficult  for  FVAP  to  respond  to 
the  dynamic  nature  of  the  voting  environment  and  frequent  turnover  in  program 
leadership,  and  to  demonstrate  progress  in  addressing  its  long-standing 
challenges. 
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U.S.  GOVERNMENT  ACCOUNTABILITY  OFFICE 


April  20,  2016 
Congressional  Addressees 

U.S.  servicemembers  and  citizens  living  overseas  undertake  a  complex, 
multistep  process  to  vote  in  a  U.S.  election — the  success  of  which  relies, 
in  part,  on  the  coordinated  efforts  of  federal,  state,  and  local  governments 
to  help  ensure  that  voters  are  aware  of  and  comply  with  applicable  laws 
and  regulations.  The  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting 
Act  (UOCAVA),  passed  in  1986  and  subsequently  amended,  facilitates 
such  coordination  in  part  by  defining  the  roles  of  the  federal,  state,  and 
local  governments  in  protecting  the  right  for  military  servicemembers, 
their  families,  and  U.S.  citizens  living  overseas  to  vote  absentee  in  federal 
elections.^  Under  UOCAVA,  the  Department  of  Defense  (DOD)  is 
generally  responsible  for  establishing  and  maintaining  a  program  to  assist 
all  eligible  voters  to  register  to  vote  and  cast  a  ballot.  Specifically,  the 
Secretary  of  Defense  is  the  presidential  designee  with  the  primary 
responsibility  for  federal  functions  under  UOCAVA  and,  through  the 
Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  within  the  Office  of  the  Under 
Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness,  provides  support  to 
potential  UOCAVA  voters  to  facilitate  their  participation  in  federal 
elections.^ 

DOD  has  reported  that  UOCAVA  voters — ^which  it  estimated  included 
over  6  million  citizens  living  outside  the  United  States — had  their  ballots 
rejected  at  a  higher  rate  than  non-UOCAVA  voters,  primarily  because 
they  were  received  by  local  election  offices  after  each  election’s 
deadline.^  Further,  the  Election  Assistance  Commission,  a  national 


^See  generally  52  U.S.C.  §§  20301-20311.  Initially  codified  at  sections  1973ff  through 
1973ff-7  of  Title  42,  U.S.  Code,  UOCAVA  has  been  amended  by  legislation  since  1986 
and  recently  transferred  to  Title  52.  In  this  report  we  refer  generally  to  chapter  203  of  Title 
52,  U.S.  Code  as  UOCAVA. 

^Executive  Order  12642  designated  the  Secretary  of  Defense  as  the  presidential  designee 
under  UOCAVA.  See  Exec.  Order  No.  12642,  53  Fed.  Reg.  21,975  (June  8,  1988). 

^Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  2014  Post-Election  Report  to  Congress  (June  2015),’ 
Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  2012  Post-Election  Report  to  Congress  (June  2013); 
Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  2010  Post-Election  Survey  Report  to  Congress 
(September  201 1 ),  and  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  Eighteenth  Report:  2008  Post 
Election  Survey  Report  (March  201 1 ). 
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clearinghouse  of  information  on  election  administration,  estimated  that 
approximately  6  percent  of  UOCAVA  absentee  ballots  from  U.S.  citizens 
living  overseas  were  rejected  by  local  election  offices  in  the  2012  and 
2014  general  election  cycles,  while  the  rejection  rate  for  domestic 
absentee  ballots  returned  during  the  same  election  cycles  was 
approximately  1  percent.  See  appendix  I  for  additional  information  about 
the  rates  and  reasons  for  UOCAVA  ballot  rejection  in  the  past  four 
elections. 

Between  2001  and  2010,  we  issued  four  reports  on  absentee  voting  by 
servicemembers  and  U.S.  citizens  living  overseas  that  included  a  total  of 
12  recommendations  intended  to  help  DOD  improve  the  direction, 
oversight,  and  evaluation  of  FVAP  services."^  Specifically,  in  these  reports 
we  reviewed  FVAP’s  evaluation  activities,  including  its  post-election 
surveys  and  performance  measures,  and  how  FVAP  evaluates  the 
training  that  it  provides  to  the  military  services’  voting  assistance  officers.® 
DOD  concurred  or  partially  concurred  with  all  12  recommendations  and 
has  taken  action  to  implement  8  of  them.  See  appendix  II  for  a  description 
of  the  recommendations  from  these  reports,  and  additional  details  about 
the  actions  that  DOD  took  in  response. 

House  Report  114-102  included  a  provision  for  us  to  review  matters 
related  to  the  effectiveness  of  DOD’s  Federal  Voting  Assistance 
Program,®  and  the  House  Committee  on  Oversight  and  Government 
Reform  requested  a  similar  review.  This  report  assesses  the  extent  to 


^GAO,  Elections:  DOD  Can  Strengthen  Evaluation  of  Its  Absentee  Voting  Assistance 
Program,  GAO-1 0-476  (Washington,  D.C.:  June  17,  2010);  GAO,  Elections:  Action  Plans 
Needed  to  Fully  Address  Challenges  in  Electronic  Absentee  Voting  Initiatives  for  Military 
and  Overseas  Citizens,  GAO-07-774  (Washington,  D.C.:  June  14,  2007);  GAO,  Elections: 
Absentee  Voting  Assistance  to  Military  and  Overseas  Citizens  Increased  for  the  2004 
General  Election,  but  Challenges  Remain,  GAO-06-521  (Washington,  D.C.:  April  7,  2006); 
GAO,  Elections:  Voting  Assistance  to  Military  and  Overseas  Citizens  Should  Be  Improved, 
GAO-01-1026  (Washington,  D.C.:  Sept.  28,  2001). 

®We  also  reviewed  FVAP’s  Internet  voting  initiatives,  which  are  no  longer  relevant 
because  the  statute  that  required  DOD  to  carry  out  an  electronic  voting  demonstration 
project  was  repealed  in  2014.  See  Carl  Levin  and  Howard  P.  “Buck”  McKeon  National 
Defense  Authorization  Act  for  Fiscal  Year  2015,  Pub.  L.  No.  113-291,  §  593  (2014) 
(repealing  section  1604  of  the  National  Defense  Authorization  Act  for  Fiscal  Year  2002, 
Pub.  L  No.  107-107  (2001)). 

®See  H.R.  Rep.  No.  114-102,  at  129-30  (2015)  (accompanying  a  bill  for  the  National 
Defense  Authorization  Act  for  Fiscal  Year  2016). 
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which  DOD  has  (1)  identified  challenges  associated  with  its  military  and 
overseas  voting  assistance  efforts  and  developed  plans  to  address  those 
challenges,  and  (2)  implemented  strategic  planning  practices  to  help 
ensure  the  long-term  effectiveness  of  FVAP. 

For  our  first  objective,  we  reviewed  and  analyzed  the  results  of  2008-14 
post-election  surveys  that  FVAP  conducted  with  DOD’s  Defense 
Manpower  Data  Center  and  the  Election  Assistance  Commission,  and  we 
reviewed  2014  and  2015  relevant  reports  resulting  from  studies  that  DOD 
commissioned  to  identify  challenges  of  its  overseas  voting  program/  We 
also  interviewed  relevant  DOD  and  military  service  officials  to  discuss  the 
challenges,  if  any,  that  FVAP  faces  in  providing  voting  assistance  to 
servicemembers  and  other  overseas  voters.  We  compared  FVAP’s  plans 
for  addressing  the  challenges  it  identified  with  criteria  from  Standards  for 
Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government,  which  states  that  entities 
should  identify  actions  to  remediate  challenges  on  a  timely  basis.® 

For  our  second  objective,  we  reviewed  available  documentation  on 
DOD’s  plans  for  executing  FVAP,  and  compared  them  with  six  selected 
leading  practices  for  federal  strategic  planning.®  These  leading  practices 
were  identified  in  our  prior  work  and  were  informed  in  part  by  the 
Government  Performance  and  Results  Act  (GPRA),  as  updated  by  the 
GPRA  Modernization  Act  of  2010,  associated  Office  of  Management  and 


^RAND  Corporation,  The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  and  the  Road  Ahead: 
Achieving  Institutional  Change  Through  Analysis  and  Collaboration  (Santa  Monica, 
California:  ©  RAND  Corporation,  2015)  and  Lake  Research  Partners,  Uniformed  and 
Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  Voting:  Successes  and  Challenges  (November 
2014).  Lake  Research  Partners  was  commissioned  by  DOD  to  conduct  a  qualitative  study 
on  the  successes  and  challenges  of  absentee  voting. 

®GAO,  Standards  for  Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government  GAO-14-704G 
(Washington,  D.  C.:  Sept.  10,  2014). 

®GAO,  Environmental  Justice:  EPA  Needs  to  Take  Action  Additional  Actions  to  Help 
Ensure  Effective  Implementation,  GAO-12-77  (Washington,  D.C.:  Oct.  6,  2011).  In 
GAO-12-77,  we  identified  and  applied  these  six  selected  leading  practices  of  federal 
strategic  planning  to  the  Environmental  Protection  Agency’s  early  efforts  to  develop  a 
strategic  plan  for  ensuring  environmental  justice.  In  that  report,  we  identified  the  practices 
in  part  by  reviewing  (1)  the  Government  Performance  and  Results  Act  of  1993,  (2) 
associated  Office  of  Management  and  Budget  guidance;  and  (3)  related  leading  practices 
that  our  past  work  has  identified.  We  selected  these  practices  for  this  review  because 
FVAP  is  in  the  early  stages  of  developing  its  new  strategic  plan  and  we  judged  these 
practices  to  be  the  most  relevant  for  evaluating  FVAP’s  strategic  planning  activities  to 
date. 
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Budget  guidance,  and  our  prior  work. Based  on  the  status  of  FVAP’s 
planning  efforts  at  the  time  of  our  review,  we  selected  those  practices  that 
are  most  closely  associated  with  the  initial  stages  of  strategic  planning. 
Two  analysts  independently  conducted  a  content  analysis  of  documents 
related  to  DOD’s  plans  for  UOCAVA  voter  assistance  to  determine  the 
extent  to  which  they  exhibited  the  six  selected  leading  practices  of  federal 
strategic  planning.  The  analysts  independently  rated  each  of  the  six 
leading  practices  as  “exhibited,”  “partially  exhibited,”  or  “did  not  exhibit”  by 
DOD.'’''  We  compared  the  two  sets  of  independent  observations, 
discussed  how  each  analyst  arrived  at  the  assigned  rating,  and 
collectively  reconciled  any  rating  differences.  In  addition  to  our  analyses 
of  DOD’s  plans,  we  interviewed  relevant  DOD,  military  service  officials, 
and  key  stakeholders  to  discuss  any  efforts  related  to  long-term  strategic 
planning  for  FVAP’s  activities.  Appendix  III  provides  additional  details 
about  our  scope  and  methodology. 

We  conducted  this  performance  audit  from  June  2015  to  April  2016  in 
accordance  with  generally  accepted  government  auditing  standards. 
Those  standards  require  that  we  plan  and  perform  the  audit  to  obtain 
sufficient,  appropriate  evidence  to  provide  a  reasonable  basis  for  our 
findings  and  conclusions  based  on  our  audit  objectives.  We  believe  the 
evidence  obtained  provides  a  reasonable  basis  for  our  findings  and 
conclusions  based  on  our  audit  objectives. 


1 D 

We  have  previously  reported  that  Government  Performance  and  Results  Act 
requirements,  even  where  not  directly  applicable,  can  serve  as  leading  practices  for 
strategic  planning  at  lower  levels  within  federal  agencies  than  those  to  which  the  act 
generally  applies,  such  as  planning  for  individual  programs  or  initiatives.  See  GAO-12-77 
and  GAO,  Foreign  Aid  Reform:  Comprehensive  Strategy,  interagency  Coordination,  and 
Operationai  Improvements  Would  Bolster  Current  Efforts,  GAO-09-192  (Washington, 

D.C.:  Apr.  17,  2009),  p.  31. 

^^We  determined  that  DOD  “exhibited”  a  leading  practice  for  federal  strategic  planning 
when  FVAP’s  activities  explicitly  addressed  all  characteristics  set  forth  in  the  practice  and 
determined  that  DOD  “partially  exhibited”  a  leading  practice  when  FVAP’s  activities 
addressed  at  least  one  or  more  characteristics  of  the  practice  but  not  all  characteristics  of 
the  practice.  Finally,  we  determined  that  DOD  “did  not  exhibit”  a  leading  practice  when 
FVAP’s  activities  did  not  address  any  characteristics  of  the  practice. 
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Background 


Legislation  Protects  the 
Voting  Rights  of 
Servicemembers  and  U.S. 
Citizens  Living  Overseas 


UOCAVA,  as  amended,  generally  protects  the  right  to  register  and  vote 
by  absentee  ballot  in  federal  elections  for  military  personnel  and  U.S. 
citizens  who  live  overseas.''^  The  act  also  requires  that  states  adopt  a 
number  of  processes,  such  as  permitting  absent  servicemembers  and 
overseas  voters  to  use  the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  in  general 
elections  for  federal  office,  subject  to  certain  exemptions. In  2002, 
Congress  passed  and  the  President  signed  the  Help  America  Vote  Act  of 
2002,  which  amended  UOCAVA  and  required  states  to  be  more 
transparent  about  sending  and  rejecting  UOCAVA  ballots  by,  for  example, 
requiring  states  to  provide  voters  the  reasons  for  rejecting  a  registration 
application  or  absentee  ballot  request  and  to  report  the  number  of  ballots 
sent  to  servicemembers  and  overseas  voters  and  the  number  returned  by 
those  voters  and  cast  in  the  election. Most  recently.  Congress  passed 
and  the  President  signed  the  Military  and  Overseas  Voter  Empowerment 
Act  in  2009,  which  amended  UOCAVA  to  require,  among  other  things, 
that  states  transmit  a  validly  requested  absentee  ballot  within  a  certain 
time  frame  to  absent  uniformed  services  voters  or  overseas  voters  and 
that  DOD’s  FVAP  expand  its  efforts  to  raise  voter  awareness  regarding 
voter  registration  and  absentee  ballot  procedures  and  resources. 


Roles  and  Responsibilities 
for  Providing  Assistance  to 
UOCAVA  Voters 


The  U.S.  election  system  for  servicemembers  and  U.S.  citizens  living 
overseas  comprises  a  complex  network  of  communication  with  disparate 
and  geographically  disperse  populations  extending  over  seven 
continents,  55  states  and  territories,  and  thousands  of  voting  jurisdictions, 
and  relies  on  the  coordinated  efforts  of  federal,  state,  and  local 
governments  to  carry  out  their  roles  and  responsibilities.  The  Secretary  of 
Defense  is  the  presidential  designee  with  the  primary  responsibility  for  the 
federal  functions  under  UOCAVA,  generally  including  educating  and 


See  generally  52  U.S.C.  §§  20301-2031 1 . 

See  §§  20302(a)(3),  20303(g). 

^“^See  Pub.  L.  No.  107-252,  §§  703,  707  (2002)  (presently  codified  at  52  U.S.C.  § 
20302(c),  (d)). 

^®See  Pub.  L.  No.  111-84,  §§  579(a)(1)(C),  583(a)(1)  (2009)  (presently  codified  at  52 
U.S.C.  §§  20302(a)(8)  and  20305). 
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assisting  voters  covered  by  UOCAVA  and  for  working  with  states  to 
facilitate  absentee  voting.  The  Secretary  implements  UOCAVA  and 
related  legislation  through  DOD’s  FVAP,  which  is  guided  by  DOD 
Instruction  1000.04  and  is  overseen  by  the  Defense  Human  Resources 
Activity  within  the  Office  of  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel 
and  Readiness.''® 

FVAP  officials  stated  that  the  program  works  to  ensure  that 
servicemembers,  their  eligible  family  members,  and  overseas  citizens  are 
aware  of  their  right  to  vote  and  have  the  resources  to  vote  successfully 
from  anywhere  in  the  world.  To  carry  out  this  purpose,  FVAP  coordinates 
with  DOD  components  and  the  Department  of  State  to  provide 
information  to,  respectively,  military  personnel  who  vote  absentee  and  to 
U.S.  citizens  who  reside  abroad.  Voter  education  and  assistance  efforts 
for  military  personnel  are  largely  implemented  by  the  military  services 
through  voting  assistance  officers,  who  are  assigned  this  role  in  addition 
to  their  primary  duties.  As  of  December  2015,  DOD  officials  estimated 
that  the  military  services  collectively  had  approximately  4,500  unit  voting 
assistance  officers.  The  voting  assistance  officers  distribute  and  help 
UOCAVA  voters  to  complete  FVAP  forms,  such  as  the  Federal  Post  Card 
Application  and  the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot,  as  well  as  any  state 
or  local  forms  that  voters  may  use  to  register  and  request  a  ballot.''^  See 
appendixes  IV  and  V  for  copies  of  these  forms,  for  which  FVAP  is 
generally  responsible  in  accordance  with  statutory  and  regulatory 
requirements.  Similarly,  the  Department  of  State  is  responsible  for 
designating  a  voting  action  officer  to  oversee  the  implementation  of  its 
voting  assistance  program,  and  designates  voting  assistance  officers  at 
each  of  its  embassies  and  consulates  to  provide  voting  assistance  for 
U.S.  citizens  living  abroad. ''® 


^®See  generally  DOD  Instruction  1000.04,  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP) 
(Sept.  13,  2012);  32  C.F.R.  pt.  233. 

^ ^Voting  assistance  officers,  among  other  things,  promote  voter  awareness,  assist  with  the 
completion  of  registration  material,  and  distribute  voting  supplies  to  U.S.  servicemembers 
and  their  voting-age  dependents.  DOD  Instruction  1000.04  requires  that  voting  assistance 
officers  be  assigned  at  every  installation  and  within  each  unit  of  25  or  more  permanently 
assigned  members.  DODI  1000.04,  end.  4,  paras.  2d,  2.f  (Sept.  13,  2012). 

^®See  DODI  1000.04,  end.  5,  para.  2  c  (Sept.13,  2012);  32  C.F.R.  §  233.6(c)(2)(iii).  The 
Assistant  Secretary  of  State  for  Consular  Affairs  serves  as  the  department’s  senior  voting 
representative  for  civilian  overseas  voters.  See  1  Foreign  Affairs  Manual  251. 1.g  (Nov.  18, 
2015). 
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An  additional  FVAP  election  cycle  responsibility  is  to  survey  UOCAVA 
voters  and  other  stakeholders,  such  as  DOD  voting  assistance  officers 
and  local  election  officials,  and  report  on  FVAP’s  voter  assistance. 
Specifically,  after  every  presidential  election,  DOD  is  required  by  statute 
to  transmit  a  report  to  the  President  and  Congress  on  the  effectiveness  of 
assistance,  including  a  statistical  analysis  of  uniformed  services  voter 
participation,  a  separate  statistical  analysis  of  overseas  nonmilitary 
participation,  and  a  description  of  state-federal  cooperation.''®  In  addition, 
DOD  is  required  by  statute  to  transmit  a  report  each  year  to  the  President 
and  relevant  congressional  committees  to  include  an  assessment  of  the 
effectiveness  of  voting  assistance  activities,  voter  registration  and 
participation  by  servicemembers  and  other  overseas  voters,  and,  in  years 
following  federal  election  years,  information  related  to  absentee  ballots.^® 
Figure  1  provides  a  general  timeline  of  some  of  the  voting  activities  that 
DOD  undertakes  during  federal  election  cycles. 


^®52  U.S.C.  §  20301(b)(6)  (formerly  42  U.S.C.  §s  1973ff).  The  report  is  due  not  later  than 
at  the  end  of  each  year  after  a  presidential  election  year. 

2052  U.S.C.  §  20308(b)  (formerly  42  U.S.C.  §  1973ff-4a). 
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Figure  1:  Timeline  of  Selected  DOD  Overseas  Voting  Assistance  Activities  During  Federal  Election  Cycles 


60  Days  Prior  to  Election  (September): 

Requirement  for  FVAP  to  inform  absent 
uniformed  service  members  of  absentee 
voting  information  and  resouroes. 
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90  Days  Prior  to  Election  (August): 

Requirement  for  FVAP  to  inform  absent 
uniformed  service  members  of  absentee 
voting  information  and  resources 


45  Days  Prior  to  Election:  Deadline  for 
states  to  transmit  absentee  ballots  to  voters 
who  have  successfully  registered  to  vote 
and  requested  a  ballot. 


30  Days  Prior  to  Election  (October): 
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Card 

Applications  to 
eligible  voters. 


•  DOD  Inspeotor  General  annual  report 
due  to  Congress. 

■  FVAP  annual  report  due  to  President 
and  congressional  committees. 


n 

March  31: 

•  DOD  Inspector 
General  annual 
report  due  to 
Congress. 

•  FVAP  annual  report 
due  to  President  and 
congressional 
committees. 


December  31: 
FVAP 

post-election 
survey  report 
due  to 

President  and 
Congress.* 


DOD:  Department  of  Defense 

FVAP:  Federal  Voting  Assistanoe  Program 

Source;  GAO  analysis  of  FVAP  information.  |  GAO-16-378 

®FVAP  must  transmit  a  report  to  the  President  and  Congress  not  iater  than  the  end  of  each  year 
foiiowing  presidentiai  eiection  years. 


FVAP  conducts  surveys  of  UOCAVA  voters  and  state  and  local  election 
officials,  in  coordination  with  the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  and  the 
Election  Assistance  Commission,  respectively,  to  obtain  some  of  this  and 
related  information. For  example,  FVAP  works  with  the  Defense 
Manpower  Data  Center  to  survey  servicemembers  about  their  UOCAVA 
voting  experience. The  surveys  include  questions  to  determine  how 


^^DOD  guidance  indicates  that  FVAP  is  responsible  for  surveying  U.S.  citizens — including 
uniformed  services,  their  dependents,  and  relevant  overseas  U.S.  civilians — as  well  as 
voting  assistance  officers  and  election  officials  to  gather  the  necessary  statistical 
information  and  prepare  statutorily  required  reports.  See  DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  g 
(Sept.  13,  2012). 

^^The  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  serves  under  the  Office  of  the  Under  Secretary  of 
Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to  collate  personnel,  manpower,  training,  financial, 
and  other  data  for  the  DOD. 
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voters  used  DOD  and  FVAP  voting  assistance  resources  and  how  voters 
requested,  received,  and  returned  their  absentee  ballots.  FVAP  also 
works  with  the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  to  survey  DOD’s  voting 
assistance  officers  about  the  process  of  delivering  voting  services  to 
servicemembers.  In  addition,  FVAP  collaborates  with  the  Election 
Assistance  Commission. Their  partnership  began  in  2013  in  preparation 
for  the  2014  election,  in  which  they  conducted  a  joint  survey  of  state-level 
election  offices  about  the  state’s  interaction  with  UOCAVA  voters.  The 
local  election  office  survey  gathers  data  about  the  number  of  UOCAVA 
voters  that  requested  and  submitted  ballots,  the  methods  by  which  voters 
requested  and  submitted  ballots,  and  the  rates  of  and  causes  for  rejected 
ballots,  among  other  things.^"* 


Multistep  Process  of  the 
U.S.  Absentee  Election 
System 


The  U.S.  election  system  is  decentralized  and  relies  on  complex 
interactions  between  people,  processes,  mail,  and  technology.  Voters, 
local  election  jurisdictions,  states  and  territories,  and  the  federal 
government  all  play  roles  in  the  election  process.  FVAP’s  role  is  to  share 
information  about  this  process  with  its  customers — UOCAVA  voters — and 
stakeholders  that  have  roles  in  other  parts  of  the  process.  The  elections 
process  is  primarily  the  responsibility  of  the  individual  states  and 
territories  and  their  local  election  jurisdictions.  Thus,  the  registration  and 
voting  process  is  a  multistep  process  that  varies  by  state  and  territory.  As 
we  have  reported  previously,  states  and  territories  have  considerable 
discretion  in  how  they  organize  the  elections  process,  which  is  reflected  in 
the  diversity  of  procedures  and  deadlines  the  states  and  jurisdictions 
establish  for  voter  registration  and  absentee  voting.^®  Further,  states  and 
jurisdictions  employ  a  variety  of  voting  methods,  including  mailed  paper 
ballots,  emails,  and  faxes. 


oo 

The  Election  Assistance  Commission  is  an  independent,  bipartisan  commission  charged 
with  adopting  voluntary  guidance  to  meet  requirements  from  the  Help  America  Vote  Act  of 
2002,  adopting  voluntary  voting  system  guidelines,  and  serving  as  a  national 
clearinghouse  of  information  on  election  administration. 

^■^Under  UOCAVA,  as  amended,  after  each  regularly  scheduled  general  election  for 
federal  office,  each  state  and  local  government  unit  that  administered  the  election  must 
submit  a  report  to  the  Election  Assistance  Commission  on  the  combined  number  of 
absentee  ballots  transmitted  to  UOCAVA  voters  and  the  combined  number  returned  by 
voters  and  cast  in  the  election.  The  report  must  be  made  available  to  the  general  public. 

52  U.S.C.  §  20302(c). 

GAO-06-521. 
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In  order  to  vote,  UOCAVA  voters  register,  obtain  and  complete  an 
absentee  ballot  in  accordance  with  state  requirements  (such  as  providing 
a  signature),  and  return  the  voted  ballot  to  the  local  election  office  in  time 
to  meet  state  election  deadlines,  which  also  vary.  In  addition  to  the  time  it 
takes  a  voter  to  complete  these  steps,  local  election  offices  must  process 
these  materials.  Studies  have  shown  that  most  UOCAVA  voters  still  rely 
on  the  mail  to  request,  receive,  and  return  their  ballots.  Figure  2  depicts 
the  steps  of  the  absentee  voting  process  for  military  and  overseas  voters. 
Following  is  a  description  of  each  step  of  the  multistep  absentee  voting 
process  in  greater  detail. 


Figure  2:  Absentee  Voting  is  a  Muitistep  Process  for  Miiitary  and  Overseas  Voters 


•  Completes  a  state 
voter  registration  form 
and  a  state  ballot 
request  forni 

- or - 

•  Completes  FVAP's 
FPCA.  which  serves 
as  both  a  voter 
registration  and  ballot 
request  form 


Voter 

sobmifs  star* 
registration  antS 
ballot  request 
forms  or  FPCA 
to  the  LEO 
via  mail,  email. 
Of  fax 


Local 

election 

office 


1 


•  Receives  and 
processes  voter's 
registration  and  ballot 
request  forms  or  FPCA 


LEO  sends  a 
blank  ballot  to 
the  voter 
via  mail,  email, 
fax  or  online 
system 


•  Receives  the  Wank 
ballot  and  marks  the 
ballot 


- or - 

•  Completes  FVAP’s 
FWAB.  which  can  be 
used  if  a  voter  doesn't 
receive  the  blank  ballot 
he  or  she  requested 
from  the  LEO 


Voter 

subrnts  the 
marked  ballot 
or  FWAB  to  the 
LEO  via  mail, 
email,  fax  or 
online  system 


Local 

election 

office 


1 


•  Receives  the  marked 
ballot  or  FWAB 


Processes  and 
determines  if  the  ballot 
or  FWAB  can  be 
counted 


FPCA  Federal  Post  Card  Application 
FVAP  Federal  Voting  Assrstance  Program 
FWAB  Federal  Wntenn  Absentee  BaSot 
LEO  Local  Election  Ofhce 


Source  GAOanaVse  |  GAO>1S*378 


1 .  Voter  Prepares  and  Submits  Voter  Registration  Application  and/or 
Absentee  Ballot  Request 

The  voter  prepares  and  submits  a  voter  registration  application  and/or 
absentee  ballot  request.  According  to  FVAP’s  voting  assistance  guide,  all 
states  accept  voter  registration  and  ballot  request  forms  by  mail. 

UOCAVA  voters  can  choose  whether  to  use  the  Federal  Post  Card 
Application,  the  registration  and  absentee  ballot  request  form  that  FVAP 
developed  and  maintains,  or  their  state’s  voter  registration  application  and 
state  ballot  request  form.  Federal  law  requires  all  states  to  accept  the 
Federal  Post  Card  Application,  which  is  both  a  voter  registration  and 
ballot  request  form.  Some  states  offer  online  voter  registration  and  ballot 
request  options  directly  from  their  websites.  Ballot  request  options 
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include,  depending  on  the  state,  for  voters  to  receive  their  ballot  by  mail, 
email,  fax,  or  other  electronic  method,  if  applicable.  For  some  ballot 
request  forms,  including  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application,  the  voter  can 
select  the  method  by  which  they  would  like  to  receive  their  ballot  from  the 
local  election  office,  including  mail,  email,  or  fax. 

2.  Local  Election  Office  Receives  and  Processes  Voter  Registration 
Application  and/or  Absentee  Ballot  Request  and  Sends  Blank  Ballot  to 
Voter 

The  local  election  office  receives  and  processes  the  voter  registration 
application  and/or  absentee  ballot  request  form  or  Federal  Post  Card 
Application  and  sends  the  absentee  ballot  to  the  voter.  Local  election 
offices  provide  a  confirmation  notice  to  voters  that  their  voter  registration 
and  absentee  ballot  requests  have  been  approved,  or  a  letter  indicating 
the  reason  the  request  was  denied.  The  Military  and  Overseas  Voter 
Empowerment  Act  amended  UOCAVA  to  require,  among  other  things, 
that  states  establish  procedures  to  offer  voters  the  option  to  receive  a 
ballot  electronically.^®  Local  election  offices  transmit  absentee  ballots  to 
voters  via  email,  fax,  online  download,  or  by  mail,  depending  on  how  the 
voter  requested  the  ballot. 

3.  Voter  Receives,  Marks,  and  Returns  the  Absentee  Ballot 

The  voter  receives,  marks,  and  returns  the  absentee  ballot.  According  to 
FVAP’s  voting  assistance  guide,  all  states  accept  the  completed  ballot  by 
mail  and  some  states  accept  completed  ballots  by  email,  fax,  or  an  online 
system.  If  the  voter  does  not  receive  the  ballot  from  the  local  election 
office  or  believes  the  ballot  may  arrive  too  late  to  return  the  ballot  to  meet 
the  state  deadline,  the  voter  can  submit  a  Federal  Write-in  Absentee 
Ballot,  a  backup  ballot  that  FVAP  developed  and  maintains,  in  order  to 
meet  state  deadlines.  FVAP  makes  the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot 
available  to  voters  on  its  website  and  through  unit  voting  assistance 
officers,  who  distribute  hard  copies  of  the  ballot.  Federal  law  requires  all 
states  to  accept  the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  as  a  backup  ballot. 


2®See  Pub.  L.  No.  111-84,  §  578  (codified  at  52  U.S.C.  §  20302(a)(7),  (f)(1)). 

^^See  52  U.S.C.  §§  20302(a)(3),  20303(b).  Section  20303(g)  provides  exemptions  for 
states  under  specified  conditions. 
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4.  Local  Election  Office  Receives  and  Processes  the  Absentee  Ballot 

The  local  election  office  receives  and  processes  the  absentee  ballot  or 
Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot.  The  local  election  office  must  determine 
whether  the  ballot  was  received  by  the  deadline  and  whether  the  ballot  is 
valid  for  counting,  depending  on  requirements  such  as,  according  to 
FVAP,  the  ballot  arriving  at  the  local  election  office  on  time  and  the 
signature  on  the  ballot  matching  the  signature  on  the  voter’s  registration 
form,  among  other  requirements.  Some  states  provide  a  confirmation  to 
voters  that  their  ballot  has  been  received. 


DOD  Has  Identified 
Long-Standing  FVAP 
Challenges  and 
Needed  Actions,  but 
Has  Not  Established 
Time  Frames  for 
These  Actions 


DOD  has  taken  various  steps  to  identify  challenges  and  needed 
improvements  to  its  overseas  voting  assistance  efforts.  Specifically,  DOD 
commissioned  two  studies  on  FVAP — one  issued  in  2014  and  one  in 
2015 — and  administers  surveys  of  absentee  voters  and  voting  assistance 
officers  after  every  federal  election.  Through  these  efforts,  DOD  has 
identified  long-standing  issues  with  the  limited  awareness  of  FVAP 
resources  and  unpredictable  postal  delivery  of  UOCAVA  ballots  that 
continue  to  pose  challenges  to  the  program’s  effectiveness.  DOD  has 
identified  some  actions  and  has  taken  some  steps  to  address  these 
challenges  such  as  simplifying  and  standardizing  instructions  in  FVAP’s 
voting  assistance  guide  to  better  support  UOCAVA  voters  and  their 
advocates,  analyzing  quantitative  and  qualitative  research  on  barriers  to 
voting  success,  and  increasing  the  usage  of  online  marketing  tools  to 
improve  outreach.  However,  these  long-standing  challenges  persist  in 
part  because  DOD  has  not  established  time  frames  for  completing  actions 
intended  to  address  them. 


DOD  Has  Taken  Steps  to 
Identify  Challenges  to  Its 
Voting  Assistance  Efforts 


Since  we  last  reported  on  FVAP  in  2010,  DOD  has  taken  various  steps  to 
identify  challenges  and  needed  improvements  to  its  military  and  overseas 
voting  assistance  efforts.  For  example,  since  the  2012  presidential 
election,  DOD  has  commissioned  two  studies  that  identified  challenges 
faced  by  absentee  voters — including  active-duty  military  members,  family 
members  of  military  personnel,  overseas  federal  government  employees, 
and  overseas  civilian  voters — as  well  as  challenges  faced  by  FVAP  within 
its  own  organization. 
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Specifically,  in  2013,  DOD  commissioned  the  RAND  Corporation  to 
conduct  a  study  of  FVAP’s  strategic  focus  in  order  to  assist  the  program 
in  aligning  its  strategy  and  operations  to  better  fulfill  its  mission  and  serve 
its  stakeholders.^®  According  to  FVAP  officials,  the  customers  of  the 
program  are  absentee  voters,  and  the  program  stakeholders  include  the 
federal  agencies  with  which  it  collaborates,  state  and  local  election 
officials  that  have  a  role  in  the  absentee  voting  process,  and  the  voting 
action  officers  and  military  service  voting  assistance  officers.^®  The  RAND 
Corporation  also  identified  additional  stakeholders,  such  as  congressional 
staff  on  relevant  committees,  organizations  that  represent  state  and  local 
election  officials  such  as  the  National  Association  of  State  Election 
Directors,  the  National  Association  of  Secretaries  of  State,  the  Election 
Center,  as  well  as  nongovernment  organizations  that  represent  overseas 
citizens  such  as  the  Overseas  Vote  Foundation.  The  study,  issued  in 
2014,  found  in  part  that  stakeholders  did  not  understand  FVAP’s  purpose 
and  role  in  the  voting  process  due  to:  (1)  an  ambiguous  mission  that  was 
not  commonly  understood  by  program  staff,  (2)  fragmentation  among 
program  activities  such  as  assistance  and  institutional  support,  (3) 
inadequate  capacity  in  data  collection  and  analysis,  and  (4)  the  inefficient 
use  of  staff  to  carry  out  program  priorities.  Based  on  the  results,  DOD 
began  taking  steps  to  address  these  issues,  including  reexamining 
FVAP’s  mission  and  purpose  and  implementing  changes  in  how  it  works 
with  external  stakeholders. 

In  July  2015,  DOD  released  the  results  of  another  commissioned  study  on 
FVAP  in  which  it  identified  barriers  to  UOCAVA  voting  success  and  social 
and  behavioral  factors  that  influence  voters.®®  This  study  found  that 
building  relationships  with  positions  outside  of  DOD  that  communicate 
with  overseas  voters — such  as  human  resources  managers,  study  abroad 
leaders,  and  nongovernmental  organizations — could  help  share 
information  with  potential  absentee  voters.  In  addition,  this  study  found 


oo 

RAND  Corporation,  The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  and  the  Road  Ahead: 
Achieving  Institutional  Change  Through  Analysis  and  Collaboration  (Santa  Monica, 
California:  ©  RAND  Corporation,  2015). 

oq 

The  federal  agencies  and  entities  that  FVAP  collaborates  with  include  the  Department 
of  State,  the  U.S.  Postal  Service,  the  Military  Postal  Service  Agency,  the  Election 
Assistance  Commission,  and  the  Department  of  Defense — including  the  military  services, 
the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center,  and  the  Inspector  General. 

or) 

Lake  Research  Partners,  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act 
Voting:  Successes  and  Challenges  (November  2014). 
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that  DOD  needed  to  share  accurate  information  about  the  absentee 
voting  process  to  contradict  the  myth  that  absentee  ballots  are  not 
counted  except  in  rare  circumstances. 

In  addition  to  these  studies,  FVAP  is  required  to  conduct  surveys  of 
voters  and  voting  assistance  officers  and  to  provide  an  assessment  of 
activities  undertaken  and  the  effectiveness  of  assistance. Using  the 
results  of  the  2014  survey — the  most  recent  results  available — DOD 
compared  UOCAVA  registration  and  voter  participation  rates  for  the  2014 
general  election  with  the  results  of  prior  post-election  surveys  to  better 
understand  dissemination  of  absentee  voting  information  among  the 
UOCAVA  voter  population. 

These  studies  and  post-election  surveys  have  helped  DOD  to  identify 
new  and  emerging  issues  with  its  voting  assistance  program.  In  particular, 
two  long-standing  issues  continue  to  pose  challenges  to  the  program’s 
effectiveness.  In  both  of  the  2014  and  2015  studies  that  it  issued  and  in 
all  of  the  post-election  surveys  that  it  administered  between  2008  and 
2014,^^  DOD  repeatedly  identified  that  challenges  persist  with  the  limited 
awareness  of  FVAP’s  resources  and  the  unpredictable  mail  delivery  of 
UOCAVA  ballots.  In  addition,  both  of  these  issues  were  discussed  in  all 
four  reports  that  we  issued  on  this  subject  between  2001  and  2010.^^ 
Further  details  about  these  two  challenges  are  provided  below. 


^■'See  DODI  1000.04,  §  4.d  (Sept.  13,  2012);  id.,  end.  3,  para,  g;  52  U.S.C.  §§ 
20301(b)(6),  20308(b).  In  years  following  general  election  years,  FVAP’s  annual  report  is 
to  include  a  description  of  the  use  of  absentee  ballot  collection  and  delivery  procedures, 
including  the  number  of  ballots  collected  and  delivered,  the  number  not  delivered  by  the 
close  of  polls,  and  the  reason  these  ballots  were  not  delivered.  See  §  20308(b)(3).  FVAP’s 
post-election  reports  include  findings  from  FVAP’s  post-election  surveys,  and  provide  an 
assessment  of  activities  supporting  each  general  election. 

op 

After  each  general  election  cycle,  FVAP  is  required  to  report  data  collected  through  its 
post-election  surveys,  and  it  reports  the  results  of  the  post-election  surveys  to  Congress. 
The  post-election  reports  fulfill  the  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program’s  annual  reporting 
requirement  under  section  20308(b)  of  title  52,  U.S.C.  They  include  findings  from  FVAP’s 
post-election  surveys  and  provide  an  assessment  of  activities  supporting  each  general 
election. 

^^GAO-1 0-476;  GAO-07-774;  GAO-06-521 ;  and  GAO-01-1026. 
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Limited  Awareness  of  FVAP 
Resources 


According  to  DOD,  efforts  to  vote  by  servicemembers  and  U.S.  citizens 
living  overseas  are  most  successful  when  voters  are  aware  of  the  tools 
and  resources  that  are  available  through  FVAP.^'^  However,  as  previously 
noted,  the  results  from  recent  studies  and  post-election  surveys  indicate 
that  there  is  limited  awareness  of  FVAP’s  resources  among  military  and 
overseas  voters.  For  example,  FVAP’s  2014  post-election  survey 
indicated  that,  of  the  active  duty  servicemembers  who  responded,  61 
percent  did  not  seek  voting  assistance  from  FVAP  and  were  not  aware  of 
FVAP’s  assistance,  while  60  percent  did  not  seek  voting  assistance  from 
unit  voting  assistance  officers  and  were  not  aware  of  voting  assistance 
officers.  Under  DOD  guidance  implementing  UOCAVA,  FVAP  is 
responsible  for  establishing  and  maintaining  a  program  to  assist  all 
eligible  voters. This  involves  various  activities  including,  but  not  limited 
to,  collecting  and  reporting  on  survey  data,  prescribing  forms  for 
UOCAVA  voters  to  use  when  registering  to  vote,  and  coordinating  with 
the  states.  Furthermore,  DOD  Instruction  1000.04  requires  FVAP  to 
establish  a  means  to  inform  absent  uniformed  servicemembers  of 
absentee  voting  information  and  resources  90,  60,  and  30  days  before 
each  federal  election.^®  The  types  of  information  military  and  overseas 
absentee  voters  need  to  be  aware  of  in  order  to  prepare  to  vote  include, 
but  are  not  limited  to: 

•  election  dates  and  deadlines  for  submitting  an  absentee  ballot; 

•  the  location  where  the  voter  is  registered/eligible  to  vote; 

•  the  way  to  request  a  blank  ballot; 

•  FVAP  forms  and  online  assistance  for  completing  those  forms; 

•  DOD  voting  assistance  resources  available  such  as  the  installation  or 
unit  voting  assistance  officer;  and 

•  information  on  FVAP’s  resources,  such  as  FVAP’s  website;  call 
center;  and  email  address. 

Consistent  with  its  designated  responsibilities,  FVAP  has  developed 
education  and  outreach  materials  such  as  brochures,  wallet  cards,  a 
voting  assistance  guide,  and  a  website  to  provide  information  to  citizens 
about  the  absentee  voting  process,  including  state-specific  information 


Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  2014  Post-Election  Report  to  Congress,  (June  22, 
2015). 

DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  e  (Sept.13,  2012).  See  also  52  U.S.C.  §§  20301-20305. 
DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  j  (Sept.  13,  2012). 
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and  service  voting  assistance  programs.  In  addition,  to  increase 
awareness  of  FVAP  as  a  resource,  DOD  has  hired  contractors  to  support 
FVAP’s  voter  assistance  campaigns  through  communication  and 
outreach.  For  example,  FVAP’s  contractors  assist  FVAP  in  the 
development  of  promotional  materials  such  as  videos,  posters,  and  social 
media  messages. 

In  our  2007  report,  we  noted  that  the  U.S.  election  system  is  highly 
decentralized  and  that  states  and  territories  have  considerable  discretion 
in  determining  how  they  organize  the  election  process,  which  is  reflected 
in  the  diversity  of  procedures  and  deadlines  that  states  and  jurisdictions 
establish  for  voter  registration  and  absentee  voting. In  its  2008  post¬ 
election  report  to  Congress,  FVAP  similarly  highlighted  the  variation  in 
and  complexity  of  absentee  voting  procedures.  For  the  2014  general 
election,  the  Election  Assistance  Commission  report  summarized  8,200 
survey  responses  from  local  election  offices  across  the  United  States  and 
territories  about  ballots  that  those  offices  transmitted  to  and  were  returned 
from  UOCAVA  voters.^®  To  help  voters  and  voting  assistance  officers  to 
be  aware  of  these  variations,  FVAP  maintains  a  website  with  links  to  state 
election  office  websites,  and  regularly  updates  its  Voting  Assistance 
Guide,  which  includes  state-specific  instructions  and  timelines  for 
completing  the  required  voting  forms. 

Despite  such  resources,  the  results  of  the  two  DOD-commissioned 
studies  and  FVAP’s  post-election  surveys  administered  between  2008 
and  2014  showed  that  awareness  of  FVAP  materials  to  assist  voters 
needed  improvement.  For  example,  by  conducting  focus  groups  and 
interviews  with  servicemembers  and  U.S.  citizens  living  overseas,  one  of 
the  reports  commissioned  by  DOD  found  that  voters  were  uncertain  about 
registration  deadlines,  which,  as  previously  noted,  vary  by  jurisdiction.^^ 
Further,  while  FVAP  offers  UOCAVA  voters  online  assistance  with 
completing,  among  other  things,  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application  and 
the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  online,  a  DOD-commissioned  study 
found  specifically  that  some  military  voters  interviewed  as  part  of  its  study 


GAO-07-774. 

oo 

Election  Assistance  Commission,  The  2014  EAC  Election  Administration  and  Voting 
Survey  Comprehensive  Report  (June  2015). 

OQ 

Lake  Research  Partners,  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  Voting: 
Successes  and  Chaiienges  (November  2014). 
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were  not  aware  of  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application  or  that  it  could  be 
used  to  both  register  and  request  a  ballot. As  a  result,  servicemembers 
may  be  taking  additional  time  to  separately  request  a  ballot  not  realizing 
that  they  can  do  so  using  the  same  form.  Further,  that  study  cited  one  of 
the  most  significant  improvements  in  UOCAVA  voting  as  the  states’ 
transmission  of  blank  ballots  to  UOCAVA  voters  online  through  email  or  a 
state  portal  as  a  result  of  the  Military  and  Overseas  Voter  Empowerment 
Act.  Yet  as  of  2014,  many  overseas  absentee  voters  interviewed  as  part 
of  the  research  study  were  unaware  that  they  could  receive  their  ballots 
online.'*'' 

DOD’s  commissioned  reports  also  found  that  state  and  local  election 
offices  are  not  fully  aware  of  FVAP’s  role  as  a  resource  that  can  assist 
with  implementation  of  UOCAVA  requirements.  To  raise  awareness  about 
FVAP’s  availability  as  an  election  resource  to  state  and  local  election 
officials,  FVAP  assists  election  officials  by  providing  online  training  and 
guidance,  sending  email  alerts,  funding  research  grants,  participating  in 
conferences,  conducting  other  local  outreach,  and  making  direct  (person- 
to-person)  contact.  Upon  request,  FVAP  can  also  help  state  election 
officials  look  up  servicemembers’  military  postal  addresses.  However, 
some  local  election  officials  and  other  stakeholders  that  we  spoke  with 
stated  that  the  information  that  FVAP  provides  to  states  may  not  filter 
down  to  the  smaller  localities.  For  example,  one  of  the  local  election 
officials  we  spoke  with  was  not  aware  that  FVAP  could  look  up  active- 
duty  servicemembers’  addresses  for  election  officials.  FVAP  officials 
stated  that  they  focus  coordination  at  the  state  level  because,  in  their 
experience,  some  state  officials  prefer  to  filter  the  information  that  FVAP 
provides  about  UOCAVA  voting  to  their  localities. 

To  address  state  and  local  awareness  of  FVAP  resources,  the  Defense 
Human  Resources  Activity,  on  behalf  of  FVAP,  entered  into  an  agreement 
with  the  Council  of  State  Governments  in  2013.  Among  other  things,  the 
agreement  required  the  creation  and  support  of  two  advisory  groups,  one 
to  identify  and  promote  best  practices  for  absentee  voting  laws, 
regulations,  and  policy  for  military  and  overseas  voters  and  the  second  to 


^°Lake  Research  Partners,  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  Voting: 
Successes  and  Chaiienges  (November  2014). 

Lake  Research  Partners,  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act 
Voting:  Successes  and  Chaiienges  (November  2014). 
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Unpredictable  Postal  Delivery 
of  Absentee  Ballots 


standardize  data  collection  and  encourage  state  and  local  election 
jurisdictions  to  test  and  implement  tools  to  report  uniform  data  from  voter 
registration  and  election  administration  systems.  The  council  submits 
activity  reports  from  this  partnership  to  FVAP  on  a  quarterly,  semi-annual, 
or  annual  basis  depending  on  the  type  of  report  or  deliverable,  as 
specified  in  the  agreement.  In  December  2015,  the  Council  of  State 
Governments  released  a  series  of  recommendations  to  the  states,  based 
on  the  results  of  this  collaboration.  The  recommendations  were  related  to 
voter  communication,  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application,  online  voter 
registration,  and  engagement  with  the  military  community. 

The  second  category  of  challenges  identified  by  DOD  and  in  our  prior 
work  relates  to  the  unpredictable  postal  delivery  of  absentee  ballots  to 
and  from  UOCAVA  voters.  In  addition  to  meeting  any  documentation 
requirements,  such  as  providing  a  signature  or  appropriately  completing 
all  required  sections,  absentee  ballots  must  be  returned  to  the  appropriate 
election  office  by  the  specified  deadline  in  order  to  have  the  votes 
counted.  However,  the  mail  system,  for  a  variety  of  reasons,  can  be 
unpredictable  for  military  and  overseas  voters.  Specifically,  the  time  it 
takes  for  UOCAVA  voters  to  receive  an  absentee  ballot  depends  on  their 
location  and  may  involve  a  complex  and  lengthy  transit  via  different 
transportation  modes  and  speeds.  For  example,  officials  from  the  Military 
Postal  Service  Agency  noted  that  military  mail  transits  between  U.S. 

Postal  Service  and  Military  Postal  Service  networks,  and  that  voted 
absentee  ballots  are  shipped  from  overseas  via  air  carriers.  Military  mail 
does  not  enter  a  foreign  country’s  mail  processing  network  and  is 
considered  domestic  mail,  according  to  officials.  However,  overseas 
citizens  use  foreign  postal  systems  and  DOD  reported  that  civilians  who 
use  those  systems  expressed  distrust  for  them  in  certain  countries. 

In  our  2001  report,  we  noted  that  overseas  voters  who  do  not  have 
access  to  the  military  postal  system  may  have  faced  problems  such  as 
longer  transit  times  and  unreliable  mail  service.'*^  Further,  we  noted  that 
some  ballots  that  originated  from  overseas  may  not  have  been 
postmarked  until  they  arrived  in  the  United  States,  raising  the  potential  for 
local  jurisdictions  in  states  with  an  extended  deadline  to  disqualify  them 
because  they  lacked  an  overseas  postmark  or  bore  a  postmark  dated 
after  Election  Day.  All  states  provide  the  option  to  request  or  print  ballots 


'^2gAO-01-1026. 
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online,  but  the  availability  of  resources  to  active  duty  military  can  be 
limited  based  on  their  location.  For  example,  a  service  voting  assistance 
officer  stated  that  U.S.  Navy  ships  have  a  limited  number  of  computer 
terminals,  bandwidth,  and  printers,  which  may  prevent  servicemembers 
from  accessing  or  printing  their  ballots.  Furthermore,  mail  delays 
experienced  by  servicemembers  may  also  be  the  result  of  deployment 
changes  including  the  timing  of  their  arrival  at  a  new  duty  station  or 
departure  from  a  current  duty  station.  As  such,  guidance  on  the  different 
factors  that  may  affect  the  timeliness  of  an  absentee  ballots’  transit  is 
critical  to  help  ensure  that  those  voters  are  optimally  positioned  to  meet 
U.S.  voting  deadlines. 

In  the  2014  general  election,  postal  mail  was  the  primary  mode  of  ballot 
transmission  for  many  UOCAVA  voters.  For  example,  FVAP’s  2014  post¬ 
election  survey  report  to  Congress  stated  that  61  percent  of  UOCAVA 
ballots  were  transmitted  to  potential  voters  via  postal  mail,  and  75  percent 
of  the  UOCAVA  ballots  counted  were  received  via  postal  mail.  For  active 
duty  servicemembers,  a  subset  of  UOCAVA  voters,  75  percent  of  those 
who  requested  a  blank  ballot  obtained  it  from  their  local  election  office 
through  mail  delivery  from  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  and  the  Military  Postal 
Service — which  handles  military  mail — and  84  percent  of  those  members 
returned  their  voted  ballot  through  the  mail."^^  FVAP  is  required  to 
coordinate  with  the  Military  Postal  Service  Agency  (MPSA),  an  extension 
of  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  components  which  monitors  and  oversees 
Military  Postal  Service  functions,  to  implement  measures  to  ensure  voting 
materials  are  moved  expeditiously,  to  the  maximum  extent  practicable,  by 
military  postal  authorities. 

To  help  UOCAVA  voters  meet  the  deadline  to  successfully  cast  their  vote 
in  a  U.S.  election,  U.S.  Postal  Service,  in  conjunction  with  MPSA, 
provides  servicemembers  and  overseas  voters  with  recommended 
absentee  ballot  mailing  days  and  the  corresponding  dates  by  which 
voters  should  mail  their  ballot  prior  to  the  election  date.  The  MPSA 
recommends  ballot  mailing  dates  for  each  Army  or  fleet  post  office 


Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  2014  Post-Election  Report  to  Congress  (March 
2015). 

DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  i  (Sept.  13,  2012). 
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location."^®  According  to  MPSA  officials,  the  mailing  dates  are  determined 
by  consulting  with  the  major  commands  and  combatant  commands  and 
reviewing  transportation  routes  and  frequency.  These  dates  provide  an 
estimate  of  the  number  of  days  required  for  a  ballot  to  reach  local  election 
offices  through  Military  Postal  Service  and  U.S.  Postal  Service  networks. 
In  January  201 6,  the  MPSA  issued  the  recommended  mail  times  for  the 
2016  election,  and  those  times  ranged  from  7  to  30  days  for  ballots  to  be 
transmitted  to  local  election  offices  in  the  United  States.  Some  of  the 
locations  with  longer  transit  recommendations  include  Ethiopia  (30  days), 
Egypt  (20  days),  and  Afghanistan  (20  days).  In  addition,  MPSA 
recommends  that  all  deployed  Navy  ships  in  the  Atlantic  and  Pacific  fleets 
mail  their  ballots  at  least  25  days  before  the  2016  election  but  no  later 
than  October  10,  2016. 

These  recommended  mailing  times  can  be  helpful  to  voters;  however, 
based  on  our  analysis,  they  also  indicate  that  some  military  and  overseas 
voters  who  rely  solely  on  mail  delivery  may  not  have  enough  time  to  both 
request  a  blank  ballot  and  cast  their  vote.  For  example,  we  found  that 
voters  on  deployed  Navy  ships  in  the  Atlantic  and  Pacific  fleets  may 
experience  a  25-day  transit  time.  Therefore,  to  allow  for  transit  of  (1)  the 
Federal  Post  Card  Application  that  the  voter  mails  to  his  or  her  local 
election  office,  (2)  the  blank  ballot  the  local  election  office  sends  to  the 
voter,  and  (3)  the  voted  ballot  that  the  voter  mails  back  to  the  local 
election  office,  a  voter  would  have  to  multiply  the  recommended  transit 
time  by  three  to  account  for  each  of  those  transits.  Further,  if  a  voter  who 
is  deployed  in  the  Atlantic  and  Pacific  fleets  relies  solely  on  mail  and  the 
local  election  office  sends  the  blank  ballot  not  later  than  45  days  prior  to 
the  election  as  required  by  statute,"^®  it  is  unlikely  that  the  voted  ballot  will 
be  returned  on  time  because  those  two  parts  of  the  process  may  take  up 
to  50  days,  according  to  MPSA’s  recommended  mailing  times. 


MPSA  officials  stated  that  the  recommended  absentee  ballot  mailing  dates  are 
calculated  based  on  Express  Mail  to  and  from  the  designated  location. 

Under  section  20302  of  Title  52,  U.S.  Code,  states  are  required  to  transmit  a  validly 
requested  absentee  ballot  to  a  voter  not  later  than  45  days  before  a  federal  election,  if  the 
request  is  received  at  least  45  days  before  the  election.  52  U.S.C.  §  20302(a)(8)(A). 

States  may  seek  waivers  from  the  presidential  designee  in  certain  circumstances.  See  § 
20302(g).  Additionally,  in  the  case  in  which  a  request  is  received  fewer  than  45  days 
before  a  federal  election,  states  are  to  transmit  a  ballot  in  accordance  with  state  law  and  in 
a  manner  that  expedites  transmission,  if  practicable  and  determined  appropriate  by  the 
state.  See  §  20302(a)(8)(B). 
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In  addition  to  recommending  mailing  dates,  MPSA  issues  a  Strategic 
Postal  Voting  Action  Plan  to  assist  military  voters  during  each  general 
election  cycle.  This  action  plan  specifies,  among  other  things,  deadlines 
for  ballots  to  be  collected  and  postmarked  at  overseas  military  postal 
outposts.  The  plan  further  notes  that  overseas  military  postal  activities 
with  intermittent  transportation  networks  or  other  limiting  factors  may 
establish  alternative  mailing  deadlines  to  help  ensure  that  absentee 
ballots  reach  election  offices  by  the  election  date.  States  reported  to  the 
Election  Assistance  Commission  that  they  had  rejected  approximately 
8,500  of  the  approximately  146,000  UOCAVA  ballots  received  for  the 
2014  general  election,  and  that  the  reason  ballots  were  most  commonly 
rejected  is  because  they  were  received  after  a  state’s  ballot  receipt 
deadline. 

Military  personnel  in  overseas  military  postal  locations  can  return  their 
absentee  ballots  via  Express  Mail  using  an  Express  Mail  Label  1 1-DOD 
that  can  be  used  only  for  absentee  ballots  originating  from  overseas 
military  postal  locations.  Local  election  officials  we  spoke  with  stated  that 
they  send  their  ballots  to  the  designated  military  post  office  via  First-Class 
Mail  or  Standard  Mail  because  of  the  expense  of  sending  a  ballot  via 
Express  Mail.  Election  officials  have  the  option  to  use  a  special 
identification  tag  for  official  ballot  First-Class  or  Standard  Mail  addressed 
for  domestic  or  international  delivery;  however,  this  is  not  required.'*^  We 
previously  reported  that  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  changed  its  delivery 
standards  for  some  types  of  mail  in  2012  and  2015,  which  generally 
increased  the  number  of  days  to  deliver  some  First-Class  Mail  in  the 
continental  United  States. For  copies  of  the  Express  Mail  Label  and  the 
official  ballot  identification  tag,  see  appendix  VI. 


The  U.S.  Postal  Service  recommends  the  use  of  green  Tag  191,  to  identify  domestic 
and  international  ballot  mail  as  it  provides  greater  visibility  to  containers  of  ballot  mail  as 
they  move  through  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  processing  and  distribution  operations. 

4ft 

More  information  on  the  changes  to  postal  delivery  standards  can  be  found  in  GAO, 

U.  S.  Postal  Service:  Actions  Needed  to  Make  Delivery  Performance  Information  More 
Complete,  Useful,  and  Transparent,  GAO-15-756  (Washington,  D.C.:  Sept.  30,  2015)  and 
GAO,  U.S.  Postal  Service:  Information  on  Recent  Changes  to  Delivery  Standards, 
Operations,  and  Performance,  GAO-14-828R  (Washington,  D.C.:  Oct.  27,  2014). 
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DOD  Has  Identified  Some 
Actions  to  Address  Long- 
Standing  Challenges,  but 
It  Has  Not  Established 
Time  Frames  for  Their 
Completion 


DOD  has  identified  some  actions  and  has  taken  some  steps  to  address 
challenges  associated  with  the  awareness  of  voter  resources  provided  by 
FVAP  and  the  unpredictable  postal  delivery  of  UOCAVA  ballots.  However 
these  long-standing  challenges  persist,  in  part,  because  DOD  has  not 
established  time  frames  for  completing  the  actions  intended  to  address 
them.  Standards  for  Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government  specify 
that  management  should  complete  and  document  actions,  including 
resolutions  of  audit  findings,  to  remediate  challenges  on  a  timely  basis."*® 


To  address  its  finding  that  the  awareness  of  voter  resources  provided  by 
FVAP  continues  to  be  limited  among  UOCAVA  voters  and  stakeholders, 
DOD  identified  various  actions  that  it  will  take  to  resolve  the  issue  through 
several  reports,  including  its  annual  reports,  and  a  press  release  that 
FVAP  issued  along  with  the  results  of  its  qualitative  study.  For  example, 
the  actions  identified  range  from  targeting  its  outreach  to  first-time  voters 
to  conducting  more  comprehensive  analyses  of  the  process  used  by 
military  and  overseas  voters  when  voting  absentee.  Similarly,  DOD 
identified  actions  that  it  would  take  to  address  the  unpredictable  delivery 
of  ballots  to  overseas  voters,  such  as  researching  technological 
innovations  that  could  improve  mail  processing  times  and  assessing  the 
effect  of  the  newly  modernized  mail  redirection  system  on  the  number  of 
undeliverable  ballots.  Table  1  lists  the  actions  that  DOD  has  identified  in 
response  to  both  categories  of  voter  assistance  challenges  and  the  report 
in  which  each  challenge  was  identified. 


Table  1:  Actions  DOD  Has  Identified  in  Response  to  Long-Standing  Voter  Assistance  Challenges 

Long-standing  challenge 

Actions  to  address  challenge 

Source 

Awareness  of  Federal 

Voting  Assistance  Program 
(FVAP)  Information  and 
Resources 

Increase  awareness  of  FVAP  and  its  purpose,  as  well  as  the  comprehension 
of  absentee  voting  forms  through  direct-to-the  voter  videos  on  specific  topics 
including  how  to  use  key  forms  such  as  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application 
and  the  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot,  tips  for  a  successful  voting 
experience  and  how  to  update  contact  information  with  election  officials. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report,  2014 

Increase  usage  of  online  innovative  marketing  tools  to  improve  outreach  to 
first-time  voters. 

Lake  Research 

Partners,  2014;  FVAP 
post-election  survey 
report  2014 

Simplify  and  standardize  instructions  in  the  Voting  Assistance  Guide. 

Lake  Research 

Partners,  2014 

^®GAO,  Standards  for  Internal  Control  In  the  Federal  Government,  GAO-14-704G 
(Washington,  D.C.:  September  2014). 
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Long-standing  challenge 

Actions  to  address  challenge 

Source 

Strengthen  relationships  between  FVAP  and  military  commanders  and  other 
installation  leaders  to  understand  the  significance  their  support  makes  in  the 
success  and  quality  of  service  provided  by  voting  assistance  officers. 

Lake  Research 

Partners,  2014 

Refine  marketing  and  voter  awareness  campaigns  to  further  stress  the  use  of 
the  Federal  Post  Card  Application  with  each  change  of  address. 

FVAP  annual  report, 

2013;  FVAP  post¬ 
election  survey  report 
2014 

Encourage  voting  assistance  officers  to  target  military  family  readiness 
groups. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2014 

Analyze  quantitative  and  qualitative  research  on  barriers  to  voting  success  to 
further  refine  FVAP’s  survey  program. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2014 

Consult  the  Council  of  State  Governments  to  discuss  and  develop  best 
practices  for  instructions  provided  in  ballot  packages;  ensure  local  election 
officials  communicate  with  their  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee 
Voting  Act  (UOCAVA)  voters  during  all  stages  of  the  absentee  voting  process 
to  solicit  address  confirmations;  standardize  and  collect  data  on  the  individual 
UOCAVA  voter  experience;  and  to  gain  an  improved  sense  of  the  root  causes 
for  ballot  rejections. 

Lake  Research 

Partners,  2014;  FVAP 
post-election  survey 
report  2014 

Target  direct  outreach  efforts  to  the  states  as  opportunities  for  training  on  the 
challenges  faced  by  the  UOCAVA  voter,  share  lessons  learned,  and  create  a 
dialogue  on  how  best  to  improve  the  overall  process  from  an  election 
administrator’s  viewpoint. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2014 

Research  the  specific  causes  of  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  rejections. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2012 

Further  analyze  the  effect  of  electronic  blank  ballot  delivery. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2012 

Unpredictable  postal 
delivery  of  UOCAVA  ballots 

Research  technological  improvements  to  improve  mail  processing  through 
the  U.S.  Postal  Service  and  the  Military  Postal  Service  Agency. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2012 

Assess  the  effect  of  the  newly  modernized  mail  system  on  the  number  of 
undeliverable-as-addressed  ballots. 

FVAP  post-election 
survey  report  2014 

Source:  GAO  Analysis  of  DOD  documents.  |  GAO-16-378 


DOD’s  identification  of  actions  related  to  FVAP  challenges  is  a  key  step  to 
addressing  the  challenges.  However,  these  long-standing  challenges 
persist  in  part  because  DOD  has  not  established  time  frames  for 
completing  the  actions  intended  to  address  the  challenges.  The 
documentation  we  reviewed  on  DOD’s  planned  actions  did  not  indicate 
milestones  or  completion  dates  for  these  actions.  DOD  officials  noted  that 
they  establish  time  frames  for  election  activities  in  voting  action  plans,  but 
our  review  of  their  most  recent  2016  voting  action  plan  contained  a  list  of 
deadlines  related  to  the  election  only,  and  it  did  not  contain  time  frames 
for  actions  to  address  program  challenges.  Key  management  practices 
call  for  developing  control  activities  to  ensure  management’s  directives 
are  being  met,  such  as  clearly  defining  the  time  frame  associated  with 
projects  and  tracking  whether  the  projects  are  meeting  their  goals. 
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Specifically,  Standards  for  Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government 
state  that  control  activities  should  be  designed  and  implemented  to 
ensure  that  management’s  directives  are  achieved  and  that  projects 
should  be  tracked  so  that  managers  can  determine  whether  they  are 
meeting  their  goals. Further,  A  Guide  to  the  Project  Management  Body 
of  Knowledge  states  that  project  time  management  includes  the 
processes  required  to  manage  the  timely  completion  of  the  project,  such 
as  defining  activities,  sequencing  activities,  estimating  activity  resources, 
and  estimating  activity  durations.®”' 

Without  establishing  time  frames  for  the  actions  it  identified,  DOD  will  lack 
the  necessary  processes  to  manage  the  timely  completion  of 
improvements  to  its  voting  assistance  activities,  which  would  help  the 
department  achieve  FVAP’s  stated  goals.  Further,  given  the  magnitude 
and  complexity  of  FVAP’s  work,  establishing  time  frames  would  better 
position  DOD  to  effectively  target  resources  to  high-priority  initiatives. 
Finally,  time  frames  would  help  to  provide  benchmarks  against  which 
DOD  can  demonstrate  FVAP’s  progress  to  Congress  and  other 
stakeholders,  including  through  the  statutorily  required  annual  reporting 
process.  Stakeholder  involvement  and  performance  measures  for  FVAP 
are  discussed  in  more  detail  in  the  next  section  of  this  report. 


GAO-14-704G. 

Project  Management  Institute,  Inc.  A  Guide  to  the  Project  Management  Body  of 
Knowledge.  (PMBOK®  Guide),  Fifth  Edition,  2013.  The  Project  Management  Institute’s 
Guide  to  Project  Management  Body  of  Knowledge  (PMBOK®  Guide)  provides  guidelines 
for  managing  individual  projects,  including  developing  a  project  management  plan. 
PMBOK  \s  a  trademark  of  Project  Management  Institute,  Inc. 
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DOD’s 

Implementation  of 
FVAP  Exhibits  Some 
Leading  Practices  of 
Federal  Strategic 
Planning,  but  DOD 
Has  Not  Developed  a 
Strategy  to  Help 
Ensure  the  Long- 
Term  Effectiveness  of 
the  Program 


During  our  review,  we  found  that  DOD’s  voting  assistance  program 
exhibits  some  characteristics  of  each  of  the  six  selected  leading  practices 
of  effective  federal  strategic  planning.  Our  prior  work  has  identified  these 
leading  practices  for  the  initial  stages  of  federal  strategic  planning,  which 
we  derived  in  part  from  the  Government  Performance  and  Results  Act 
(GPRA),  as  updated  by  the  GPRA  Modernization  Act  of  2010,  associated 
guidance,  and  our  prior  work. Specifically,  these  leading  practices  are 
to:  (1)  define  the  mission  and  goals,  (2)  define  strategies  that  address 
management  challenges  and  identify  resources  needed  to  achieve  goals, 
(3)  ensure  leadership  involvement  and  accountability,  (4)  involve 
stakeholders,  (5)  coordinate  with  other  federal  agencies,  and  (6)  develop 
and  use  performance  measures.  Table  2  describes  the  six  selected 
leading  practices  and  the  extent  to  which  they  are  exhibited  in  DOD’s 
implementation  of  FVAP. 


FVAP  Exhibits  Some 
Characteristics  of  Each 
Leading  Practice  of 
Federal  Strategic  Planning 


DOD  s  implementation  of  its  voting  assistance  program  exhibits  some 
characteristics  of  the  six  selected  leading  practices  associated  with  the 
initial  stages  of  effective  federal  strategic  planning  but  has  not  fully 
exhibited  any  of  these  practices.  For  example,  leading  practices — such  as 
defining  goals,  identifying  resources,  and  using  performance  measures — 
are  only  partially  exhibited,  in  part,  because  DOD  largely  plans  its 
activities  around  federal  election  cycles,  during  which  it  focuses  on  near- 
term  needs,  driven  by  the  upcoming  election,  and  federal  fiscal  year 
budgeting  cycles,  according  to  officials.  Furthermore,  as  of  February 
2016,  DOD  does  not  have  a  long-term  strategy  for  its  voting  assistance 
program,  such  as  a  strategic  plan,  to  help  ensure  the  long-term 
effectiveness  of  the  program. 


For  example,  see  GAO,  Executive  Guide:  Effectiveiy  impiementing  the  Government 
Performance  and  Resuits  Act,  GAO/GGD-96-118  (Washington,  D.C.:  June  1,  1996);  Tax 
Administration:  iRS  Needs  to  Further  Refine  its  Tax  Fiiing  Season  Performance 
Measures,  GAO-03-143  (Washington,  D.C.:  Nov.  22,  2002);  Managing  for  Resuits: 
Strengthening  Reguiatory  Agencies’  Performance  Management  Practices,  GAO-GGD-00- 
10  (Washington,  D.C.:  Oct.  28,  1999). 
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Table  2:  Six  Selected  Leading  Practices  of  Federal  Strategic  Planning  and  the  Extent  to  Which  They  Are  Exhibited  in  DOD’s 
Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP) 

Leading  practice 

Description 

Extent  exhibited 
in  FVAP 

Define  the  mission  and  goals 

The  mission  statement  should  explain  why  the  agency  or  program  exists, 
what  it  does,  and  how.  Strategic  goals  should  explain  the  purpose  of  the 
agency  or  program  and  the  results,  including  outcomes,  it  intends  to 
achieve. 

0 

Define  strategies  that  address 
management  challenges  and 
identify  resources  needed  to 
achieve  goals 

Strategies  should  address  management  challenges  that  threaten  the 
program’s  ability  to  meet  its  long-term  strategic  goals.  Strategies  should 
include  a  description  of  the  resources  needed  to  meet  established  goals. 

e 

Ensure  leadership  involvement  and 
accountability 

Leadership  is  responsible  for  ensuring  that  strategic  planning  becomes  the 
basis  of  day-to-day  operations.  Formal  and  informal  practices  should  hold 
managers  accountable  and  create  incentives  for  working  to  achieve  the 
program’s  goals. 

Q 

Involve  stakeholders 

Agencies  should  involve  stakeholders  in  developing  the  mission,  goals,  and 
strategies  to  help  ensure  they  target  the  highest  priorities. 

Q 

Coordinate  with  other  federal 
agencies 

Agencies  should  coordinate  in  defining  their  mission,  goals,  and  strategies 
to  ensure  that  programs  contributing  to  similar  results  are  mutually 
reinforcing  and  efficiently  employing  federal  funds. 

0 

Develop  and  use  performance 
measures 

Performance  measures  should  allow  an  agency  or  program  to  track  the 
progress  it  is  making  toward  its  mission  and  goals,  provide  managers 
information  on  which  to  base  their  decisions,  and  create  incentives  to 
influence  organizational  and  individual  behavior. 

Q 

Legend:  Fully  Exhibits  =  ^  Partially  Exhibits  =  Q  Does  Not  Exhibit  =  Q 


Source:  GAO  analysis  of  DOD  data  |  GAO-16-378. 

Below  we  discuss  in  more  detail  our  assessment  of  the  extent  to  which 
FVAP  exhibits  the  characteristics  of  each  selected  leading  practice  of 
federal  strategic  planning. 

Define  the  Mission  and  Goals  FVAP  has  recently  revised  its  mission  statement,  purpose,  and  strategic 

goals;  however,  we  rated  this  leading  practice  as  “partially  exhibits” 
because  FVAP  has  not  made  them  publicly  available.  Standards  for 
Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government  state  that  management 
should  communicate  information  externally  through  established  reporting 
lines  so  that  external  parties  can  help  the  entity  achieve  its  objectives. 
FVAP  officials  referred  us  to  FVAP’s  website,  which  states  that  the 
purpose  of  the  program  is  to  ensure  that  servicemembers,  their  eligible 
family  members,  and  overseas  citizens  are  aware  of  their  right  to  vote 
and  have  the  resources  to  do  so.  However,  the  purpose  statement  on 
FVAP’s  website  does  not  match  the  revised  mission  statement  and  DOD 
Instruction  1000.04  does  not  clearly  define  the  mission  of  the  program, 
although  it  identifies  the  various  voting  assistance  activities  and 
responsibilities  throughout  DOD.  As  previously  noted,  in  2013,  DOD 
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commissioned  the  RAND  Corporation  to  conduct  a  study  on  aligning 
FVAP’s  strategy  and  operations.  The  results  of  the  study,  which  DOD  and 
the  RAND  Corporation  released  in  October  201 5,  found,  among  other 
things,  that  FVAP  lacked  a  clearly  articulated  mission,  shared  among  its 
staff  and  stakeholders.®^  For  example,  the  report  noted  that  FVAP  thought 
UOCAVA  voters  were  best  served  through  intermediaries  such  as  voting 
assistance  officers  and  local  election  officials.  However,  the 
intermediaries  identified  did  not  have  a  similar  understanding  of  their  role 
and  connection  to  FVAP  and  voters,  and  were  generally  unsure  of  what 
FVAP  was  doing  and  why. 

In  anticipation  of  the  report’s  findings  and  before  the  final  report  was 
issued,  FVAP  leaders  and  staff  convened  an  offsite  meeting  during  the 
summer  of  2015  and  proactively  developed  a  new  mission  statement, 
vision,  and  strategic  goals.  FVAP  officials  provided  us  with  this  new 
mission  statement,  purpose,  and  associated  strategic  goals  during  our 
review,  but  as  of  January  2016  these  new  statements  had  not  been  made 
publicly  available.  According  to  FVAP  officials,  the  new  mission  and 
strategic  goals  are  part  of  a  forthcoming  strategic  plan,  and  they  do  not 
plan  to  make  them  publicly  available  until  after  November  2016  to  avoid 
distraction  prior  to  the  upcoming  presidential  election.  However,  without 
communicating  its  updated  mission,  vision,  and  strategic  goals  publicly, 
FVAP  stakeholders  may  continue  to  be  unclear  about  FVAP’s  purpose 
and  their  role  in  its  achievement.  In  addition,  without  a  consistent 
understanding  between  program  staff  and  stakeholders  about  FVAP’s 
role,  potential  UOCAVA  voters  may  not  receive  information  that  is  needed 
to  help  maximize  their  opportunity  to  vote  in  the  upcoming  2016 
presidential  election. 

We  also  found  that  FVAP  has  not  maintained  consistent  strategic  goals 
for  its  program.  In  November  2015,  a  senior  FVAP  official  told  us  that 
FVAP  has  three  broad  strategic  goals  that  will  help  it  achieve  its  mission: 
(1)  reducing  obstacles  to  voting,  (2)  educating  and  making  voters  aware 
of  the  voting  process,  and  (3)  being  a  highly  valued  customer  service 
organization.  We  reviewed  FVAP’s  fiscal  year  2014-2016  budget 
justification  documents,  which  contain  FVAP’s  strategic  goals  and 
corresponding  performance  measures  and  found  that  FVAP  has  changed 


RAND  Corporation,  The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  and  the  Road  Ahead: 
Achieving  Institutional  Change  Through  Analysis  and  Collaboration  (Santa  Monica, 
California:  ©  RAND  Corporation,  2015). 
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its  strategic  goals  in  fiscal  years  2014  and  2015,  and  changed  the 
performance  measures  associated  with  the  strategic  goals  from  year  to 
year.  In  addition,  the  mission  and  strategic  goals  are  different  than  the 
purpose  statement  that  FVAP  shares  publicly  on  its  website.  Although  the 
changes  in  FVAP’s  strategic  goals  are  not  substantial,  the  frequency  with 
which  they  have  changed,  coupled  with  the  fact  that  FVAP  does  not  share 
its  goals  publicly,  inhibits  FVAP’s  ability  to  track  and  demonstrate 
progress  over  time.  Table  3  shows  how  FVAP’s  strategic  goals  have 
changed. 


Table  3:  Strategic  Goals  of  DOD’s  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  for  Fiscal  Years  2014  through  2016 

Fiscal  year  2014  strategic  goals 

Fiscal  year  2015  and  2016  strategic  goals 

FVAP  Purpose  2016 

Improving  success  rates  of  Uniformed  and 
Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act 
(UOCAVA)  voters  to  meet  or  exceed  the 
general  absentee  population’s  voter 
success  rates  by  2016 

Reducing  obstacles  to  military  and  overseas 
voting  success 

Assist  uniformed  services  and  overseas 
voters  to  exercise  their  right  to  vote  so 
that  they  have  an  equal  opportunity  with 
the  general  population  to  have  their  vote 
counted. 

Providing  all  UOCAVA  voters  adequate 
opportunity  to  successfully  cast  their  ballot 
in  every  state  and  territory  in  the  2016 
general  election 

Being  a  highly  valued  customer  service 
program  to  military  and  overseas  voters  and 
election  officials 

Assist  the  states  in  complying  with 
relevant  federal  laws  by  providing  current 
information 

Streamlining  the  UOCAVA  voting  process 
by  2016 

Expanding  UOCAVA  voter  awareness  and 
outreach  initiatives  for  all  populations 

Advocate  on  behalf  of  the  uniformed 
services  and  overseas  voters,  identifying 
impediments  to  their  ability  to  exercise 
their  right  to  vote,  and  proposing 
methods  to  overcome  those 
impediments. 

Source:  GAO  analysis  of  FVAP  information.  |  GAO  16  378 


Further,  FVAP  has  not  consistently  publicized  the  aforementioned 
strategic  goals  on,  for  example,  its  website  or  in  its  annual  reports  to 
Congress,  where  they  could  be  made  available  for  FVAP’s  customers  and 
stakeholders.  Without  consistent,  publicly  available  strategic  goals  and 
their  intended  results,  FVAP  cannot  effectively  demonstrate  to  essential 
stakeholders  and  potential  voters  how  its  efforts  are  helping  to  achieve 
progress  toward  its  goals. 


Define  Strategies  That  Address 
Management  Challenges  and 
Identify  Resources  Needed  to 
Achieve  Goals 


DOD  has  identified  some  challenges  faced  by  FVAP  related  to  voter 
awareness.  As  a  result,  we  rated  this  leading  practice  as  “partially 
exhibits.”  In  our  work  on  performance  management,  we  have  previously 
reported  that  it  is  particularly  important  that  agencies  develop  strategies 
that  address  management  challenges,  outside  of  their  control,  that 
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threaten  their  ability  to  meet  long-term  strategic  goals. During  our 
review,  officials  acknowledged  that  FVAP  faces  challenges  beyond  its 
control,  especially  related  to  military  and  overseas  citizens’  interest  in 
voting.  To  make  decisions  about  populations  on  which  to  concentrate 
voter  awareness  activities,  DOD  used  the  results  of  post-election  surveys 
to  group  individuals  based  on  how  likely  they  are  to  vote.  For  example, 
FVAP’s  post-election  surveys  suggest  that  servicemembers  with  spouses 
vote  at  consistently  higher  rates  than  those  who  are  unmarried.  DOD 
officials  told  us  that  a  significant  portion  of  the  program’s  budget — 
approximately  $1.2  million  of  a  total  $3.5  million  to  $4  million  annually — is 
used  to  fund  FVAP’s  voter  awareness  campaign,  and  that  the  information 
obtained  from  post-election  surveys  will  enable  FVAP  to  more  effectively 
target  the  distribution  of  outreach  materials  based  on  the  unique 
characteristics  of  each  group.  However,  DOD  has  not  taken  similar  steps 
to  define  strategies  or  devote  resources  to  address  challenges  that  FVAP 
has  identified  related  to  unpredictable  mail  processing  and  its  potential 
impact  on  the  timely  transmission  of  ballots  between  voters  and  local 
election  offices.  Without  identifying  strategies  and  resources  needed  to 
address  all  of  FVAP’s  identified  challenges,  FVAP  cannot  ensure  the 
program’s  ability  to  meet  its  long-term  strategic  goals. 

FVAP’s  current  Director,  whom  DOD  designated  in  November  2013,^® 
has  demonstrated  involvement  in  the  program;  however,  we  rated  this 
leading  practice  as  “partially  exhibits”  because  DOD  has  not  established 
and  institutionalized  mechanisms  to  help  ensure  the  accountability  of  the 
FVAP  Director  in  achieving  program  goals.  Leading  practices  suggest 
that  a  program’s  leadership  is  responsible  for  ensuring  that  strategic 
planning  becomes  the  basis  for  day-to-day  operations  and  that  formal  and 
informal  practices  hold  managers  accountable  and  create  incentives  for 
working  to  achieve  the  agency’s  goals.  Prior  to  the  current  Director,  FVAP 
was  led  by  four  different  Directors  from  2008  through  2013,  and, 
according  to  DOD  officials,  these  leadership  transitions  were  routinely 
accompanied  by  changes  in  program  priorities.  FVAP’s  current  Director 
has  demonstrated  involvement  in  the  program  by  taking  initial  steps  to 
identify  issues  that  may  pose  challenges  to  DOD’s  voting  assistance 


®‘*GAO,  Managing  for  Results:  Critical  Issues  for  Improving  Federal  Agencies’  Strategic 
Plans,  (Washington,  DC.:  Sept.  16,  1997. 

^^FVAP’s  current  Director  served  as  the  Acting  Director  from  January  14,  2013,  until  his 
selection  as  permanent  Director  in  November  2013. 
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efforts  and  to  develop  a  strategic  plan.  For  example,  the  Director  initiated 
and  included  program  staff  in  a  3-year  study  that  FVAP  commissioned  the 
RAND  Corporation  to  conduct  on  FVAP.  The  study  found  that  FVAP  staff 
could  not  reach  consensus  about  the  program’s  purpose  and  its  role  in 
the  voting  community.  In  response  to  these  results,  the  Director  led  staff 
in  the  development  of  the  new  mission,  vision,  and  purpose  statements 
previously  discussed,  as  well  as  in  the  revision  of  strategic  goals  for 
DOD’s  voting  assistance  program. 

With  regard  to  leadership  accountability,  FVAP’s  Director  provides  a 
weekly  report  on  program  activities  to  the  Acting  Director  of  the  Defense 
Human  Resources  Activity,  which  includes  information  about  media 
inquiries,  inquiries  from  Congress,  and  high-profile  meetings,  among 
other  activities.  In  addition,  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity  tracks 
FVAP’s  budget  execution  and  procurement  actions  throughout  the  fiscal 
year.  While  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity  requires  its  programs 
to  submit  a  mission,  goals,  and  performance  measures  as  part  of  the 
budget  justification  according  to  a  senior  official,  the  official  told  us  that 
the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity  uses  that  information  to  identify 
resource  needs  only,  and  not  to  measure  FVAP’s  progress  toward  goals. 
Further,  the  official  stated  that  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity  does 
not  use  formal  mechanisms,  such  as  a  strategic  plan,  to  hold  FVAP  or 
any  of  its  other  programs  accountable  for  the  achievement  of  program 
goals.  Without  accountability  mechanisms,  DOD  will  have  a  limited  ability 
to  maximize  the  current  and  future  Director’s  ownership  of  and  focus  on 
FVAP’s  mission  and  progress. 

DOD  coordinates  extensively  with  some  of  the  stakeholders  involved  in  its 
voting  assistance  efforts;  however,  we  rated  this  leading  practice  as 
“partially  exhibits”  because  it  has  not  fully  involved  all  of  its  stakeholders 
in  the  development  of  FVAP’s  mission,  goals,  and  strategies.  For 
example,  FVAP  involved  its  stakeholders  in  the  studies  it  commissioned 
to  identify  internal  and  external  challenges,  and  those  studies 
incorporated  the  stakeholder  perspectives  into  their  findings.  However, 
FVAP  did  not  fully  involve  stakeholders  in  the  development  of  its  mission 
and  goals.  Involving  stakeholders  in  developing  a  program’s  mission, 
goals,  and  strategies  is  important  to  help  ensure  that  they  target  the 
highest  priorities,  as  specified  in  the  leading  practices  for  federal  strategic 
planning.  UOCAVA  voting  is  a  complex  process  that  involves  multiple 
stakeholders,  and  DOD  officials  told  us  that  there  are  several  key 
stakeholders  with  whom  they  routinely  communicate. 
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In  addition,  FVAP  and  the  stakeholders  provided  a  number  of  examples 
of  coordination  and  information  sharing,  such  as  a  monthly 
teleconference  that  FVAP  holds  with  voting  action  officers  from  all  the 
services  to  make  announcements,  share  information,  and  discuss  issues 
related  to  its  voting  assistance  efforts.  In  addition,  FVAP  shares 
information  related  to  voting  assistance  with  stakeholders  on  its  website, 
by  developing  voting  awareness  materials  and  public  service 
announcements. 

FVAP  also  works  with  local  election  offices  to  facilitate  absentee  voting 
under  UOCAVA  and  to  help  ensure  mutual  understanding  of  state- 
specific  absentee  voting  procedures,  in  accordance  with  the  DOD 
instruction.®®  DOD  officials  also  told  us  that  they  routinely  communicate 
FVAP-related  information  to  the  states  via  the  Council  of  State 
Governments.  Specifically,  in  2013  the  Defense  Human  Resources 
Activity  entered  into  a  cooperative  agreement  with  the  Council  of  State 
Governments  to  establish  two  working  groups  to  advise  FVAP — one 
focused  on  best  practices  for  absentee  voting  laws,  regulations,  and 
policy  for  absent  uniformed  service  and  overseas  voters  and  the  other 
focused  on  election  technology  initiatives.  These  working  groups 
comprise  state  and  local  election  officials  including  secretaries  of  state, 
election  directors,  and  voter  registrar  positions,  and  in  December  2015, 
developed  recommendations  to  the  states  to  improve  the  absentee  voting 
process  for  UCCAVA  voters. 

However,  DCD  officials  also  noted  that  their  interactions  with  other  FVAP 
stakeholders  typically  occur  on  an  as-needed  basis.  For  example,  DCD 
officials  told  us  that  FVAP  representatives  attend  conferences  held  by 
state  organizations  and  state  and  local  election  officials  to  share 
information  on  UOCAVA  voting.  We  spoke  with  local  election  officials  in 
two  districts  and  other  stakeholders  who  similarly  told  us  that  FVAP  does 
not  involve  them  directly  in  its  activities;  rather,  states  communicate 
information — at  their  discretion — from  FVAP  to  local  election  offices.  As  a 
result,  local  election  officials  may  not  receive  FVAP-related  information  on 
a  consistent  basis  if  it  is  not  shared  by  state  election  officials.  Further,  the 
October  201 5  RAND  Corporation  report  stated  that  some  stakeholders 


®® Among  other  things,  DODI  1000.04  requires  FVAP  to  obtain  from  each  state  current 
voter  registration  and  absentee  voting  information,  as  well  as  to  establish  and  maintain 
contact  with  state  and  local  officials  to  improve  the  absentee  voting  process  for  UOCAVA 
voters.  DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  paras,  c,  d  (Sept.  13,  2012). 
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did  not  clearly  understand  FVAP’s  role  and  others  felt  that  stakeholder 
engagement  was  largely  driven  by  the  agendas  of  agency  officials  rather 
than  by  the  agency’s  mission.®^  Without  involving  all  of  its  stakeholders  in 
developing  FVAP’s  mission,  goals,  and  strategies,  program  officials 
cannot  ensure  that  they  are  optimally  targeting  the  highest  priorities  for 
improving  voting  assistance  activities. 

FVAP  coordinates  with  related  federal  agencies  and  entities,  including  the 
uniformed  services  and  the  Coast  Guard,  the  Election  Assistance 
Commission,  the  Department  of  State,  and  MPSA  to  help  ensure  that 
agencies  with  a  role  in  the  absentee  voting  process  are  working  toward 
similar  results;  however,  we  rated  this  leading  practice  as  “partially 
exhibits”  because,  while  DOD  coordinates  with  these  federal  entities  to 
provide  voting  assistance,  FVAP  has  not  involved  its  federal  partners  in 
the  development  of  its  mission  and  goals.  A  senior  FVAP  official  stated 
that  FVAP  staff  developed  only  the  program’s  mission  and  goals, 
although  the  program  worked  with  stakeholders  to  identify  absentee 
voting  challenges,  as  previously  discussed.  FVAP  carries  out  its 
coordination  with  these  agencies  and  state  election  officials  in 
accordance  with  DOD  Instruction  1000.04.  For  example,  the  instruction 
requires  FVAP,  in  coordination  with  the  military  services,  to  develop 
training  materials  for  installation  voting  assistance  offices,  unit  voting 
assistance  officers,  and  recruiters  to  provide  voter  registration  and 
absentee  ballot  assistance. FVAP  develops  these  training  materials, 
which  include  a  description  of  the  absentee  voting  process  and  the 
resources  available  to  assist  that  process,  and  provides  them  on  its 
website.  FVAP  also  provides  in-person  training  workshops  on  installations 
worldwide.  In  addition,  FVAP  holds  monthly  teleconferences  with  the 
service  voting  action  officers — ^who  are  responsible  for  voting  assistance 
operations  within  their  service — in  which  they  discuss  issues  and  plans 
related  to  voting  assistance. 

A  senior  FVAP  official  provided  examples  of  FVAP’s  coordination  with  the 
Department  of  State  to  leverage  data  on  the  overseas  citizen  population, 
to  quantify  the  population  and  identify  areas  where  overseas  citizens  are 


RAND  Corporation,  The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  and  the  Road  Ahead: 
Achieving  Institutional  Change  Through  Analysis  and  Collaboration  (Santa  Monica, 
California:  ©  RAND  Corporation,  2015). 

®®DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  p  (Sept.  13,  2012). 
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concentrated.  Specifically,  the  Department  of  State  provides  FVAP 
avenues  to  reach  overseas  citizens  with  voting  process  awareness 
messaging,  through  their  in-country  U.S.  citizen  registration  process. 
Smart  Traveler  Enrollment  Program,  embassies,  consulates,  and  warden 
networks.  The  official  further  stated  that  FVAP  considered  partnering  with 
other  federal  agencies  that  maintain  information  on  overseas  citizens, 
such  as  the  Internal  Revenue  Service  and  the  Social  Security 
Administration,  but  did  not  pursue  it  due  to  the  sensitive  nature  of  the  data 
those  agencies  maintain. 

UOCAVA  requires  FVAP  to  coordinate  with  the  Election  Assistance 
Commission  and  chief  state  election  officials  to  develop  standards  for  the 
states  to  report  data  on  the  numbers  of  ballots  transmitted  and  received 
during  a  general  election.®®  To  carry  out  this  requirement,  FVAP 
partnered  with  the  Election  Assistance  Commission  in  2014  to  combine 
existing  surveys  for  local  election  offices  to  report  the  number  of 
UOCAVA  voters  who  requested  and  submitted  ballots,  the  methods  by 
which  UOCAVA  voters  requested  and  submitted  ballots,  and  the  rates  of 
and  causes  for  rejected  ballots,  among  other  relevant  issues.  This 
partnership  allows  both  FVAP  and  Election  Assistance  Commission  to 
meet  statutory  reporting  requirements  while  eliminating  duplicate  requests 
for  local  election  officials  to  provide  election  data. 

DOD  collects  data  for  three  sets  of  metrics  that  are  intended  to  evaluate 
DOD’s  voting  assistance;  however,  we  rated  this  leading  practice  as 
“partially  exhibits”  because,  according  to  a  senior  DOD  official,  none  of 
these  sets  of  metrics  are  used  to  evaluate  FVAP’s  performance  toward 
the  program’s  strategic  goals.  The  performance  measures  identified  by 
FVAP  include: 

•  Measures  of  Effect  and  Performance:  DOD  Instruction  1000.04 
requires  FVAP  to  prescribe  metrics  for  the  DOD  components  and 
services  to  use  to  evaluate  their  individual  voting  assistance  programs 
and,  to  the  extent  practicable,  establish  and  maintain  an  online  portal 
to  collect  and  consolidate  program  metrics.®®  FVAP  developed  its 
Measures  of  Effect  &  Performance  initially  in  201 1 ,  and  updated  those 


®®See  52  U.S.C.  §§  20301  (b)(11),  20302(c);  see  also  DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  k 
(Sept.  13,  2012). 

®°See  DODI  1000.04,  end.  3,  para,  m  (Sept.  13,  2012). 
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measures  in  October  2014.  These  measures  are  intended  for  the 
service  voting  assistance  officers  to  track  the  assistance  they  provide, 
and  include  counts  of  the  number  and  types  of  personnel  assisted,  the 
methods  of  assistance,  and  the  number  of  forms  distributed.  A  senior 
FVAP  official  told  us  that  FVAP  uses  these  metrics  to  monitor 
activities  and  make  real-time  resource  decisions,  but  did  not  plan  to 
use  these  metrics  to  assess  FVAP’s  performance  toward  meeting 
program  goals. 

In  addition  to  developing  and  prescribing  that  the  military  departments 
collect  these  metrics,®''  FVAP  developed  a  portal  for  the  military 
services  to  record  their  program  metrics.  Under  DOD’s  guidance, 
installation  and  unit-level  voting  assistance  officers  in  each  service  are 
encouraged  to  collect  and  record  information  about  the  voting 
assistance  they  provide  on  a  quarterly  basis.  These  metrics  are  not 
linked  to  FVAP’s  strategic  goals  and  are  not  evaluative.  In  addition, 
one  voting  action  officer  noted  that  the  measures  are  not  reflective  of 
voting  assistance  activities.  Rather,  the  measures  are  tallies  that 
record  the  number  and  types  of  actions  taken  by  voting  assistance 
officers. 

In  2010,  we  identified  similar  limitations  in  a  previous  version  of 
FVAP’s  Measures  of  Effect  and  Performance,  including  reliability 
concerns  and  concerns  that  the  measures  were  credible  to  evaluate 
only  some  of  FVAP’s  efforts.®^  In  2013,  the  DOD  Inspector  General 
also  reported  that  FVAP  had  not  applied  clearly  defined  voting 
assistance  program  goals  and  metrics  to  enable  program  officials  to 
evaluate  program  performance  and  effectiveness,  and  that  the  focus 
of  FVAP’s  metrics  was  limited  to  measuring  the  level  of  activity.®® 
However,  in  2015  the  DOD  Inspector  General  reported  that  FVAP  had 
begun  tracking  the  measures  of  effect  and  performance  on  January  1, 
2015,  and  that  those  measures  were  designed  to  provide  FVAP  with  a 
more  accurate  representation  of  the  resources  utilized  for  voting 


®^  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  Memorandum 
for  Senior  Service  Voting  Representatives  of  the  Miiitary  Departments:  Voting  Assistance 
Program  Metrics  (Oct.  15,  2014). 

®®  GAO-1 0-476. 

®®  U.S.  Department  of  Defense,  Inspector  General,  Assessment  of  Voting  Assistance 
Programs  for  Caiendar  Year  2012  (Alexandria,  VA:  Apr.  29,  2013). 
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assistance  and  would  help  to  determine  the  level  and  type  of 
assistance  that  is  being  sought  by  servicemembers.®'^ 

•  Budget  Estimate  Performance  Measures:  FVAP  identifies  strategic 
goals  and  related  performance  measures  in  its  annual  budget 
justification  submission  for  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity 
Operation  and  Maintenance  budget  estimates.  FVAP’s  submission 
includes  performance  measures  because  the  Defense  Human 
Resources  Activity  requires  that  they  be  included  in  budget  estimates, 
according  to  an  official.  As  previously  stated,  our  review  of  FVAP’s 
budget  estimates  for  fiscal  years  2014-16  indicates  that  FVAP  has 
changed  its  strategic  goals  and  the  associated  performance 
measures,  thus  preventing  FVAP  from  assessing  or  demonstrating  its 
performance  overtime.  In  addition,  a  senior  FVAP  official  told  us  that 
these  performance  measures  are  aligned  with  short-term  goals  that 
change  from  year  to  year  based  on  factors  such  as  the  election  cycle 
and  program  initiatives.  One  senior-level  FVAP  official  told  us  that  the 
performance  measures  listed  in  the  budget  estimates  do  not 
communicate  a  full  picture  of  all  of  the  program  activities  that  FVAP  is 
undertaking  and  thus  FVAP  does  not  regularly  use  them  to  evaluate 
the  program;  rather,  the  performance  metrics  are  used  mostly  to  meet 
the  information  requirements  of  FVAP’s  budget  requests.  Further,  an 
official  from  the  Defense  Human  Resource  Activity  noted  that  while 
the  office  asks  the  programs  for  which  it  has  oversight  (including 
FVAP)  to  identify  their  performance  measures  as  a  budget  exhibit,  it 
does  not  require  the  programs  to  demonstrate  how  the  performance 
measures  are  used  to  evaluate  progress. 

•  Call  Center  Metrics:  FVAP  maintains  a  call  center  for  UOCAVA  voters 
and  FVAP  stakeholders  to  submit  questions,  via  phone,  fax,  email,  or 
FVAP’s  website,  about  all  aspects  of  absentee  voting.  Once  a  service 
that  FVAP  contracted  out  to  a  third  party,  FVAP  officials  noted  that 
they  recently  brought  the  call  center  back  in  house  and 
knowledgeable  FVAP  staff  now  manage  the  center  and  respond  to 
questions.  In  addition,  FVAP  maintains  a  portal  with  metrics 
describing  the  assistance  it  provides  through  the  call  center.  Like  the 
measures  of  effect  and  performance,  the  call  center  metrics  are  tallies 
of  the  number  of  inquiries,  broken  down  by  method  of  inquiry,  type  of 
caller  (military,  overseas  citizen,  local  election  official,  or  other),  and 


®‘*U.S.  Department  of  Defense,  Inspector  General,  Assessment  of  Voting  Assistance 
Programs  for  Caiendar  Year  2014  (Alexandria,  VA.:  Mar.  31 ,  2015). 
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the  nature  of  the  inquiry.  Further,  the  call  center  metrics  include 
feedback  from  the  caller  about  satisfaction  with  the  assistance 
provided.  While  the  call  center  metrics  are  initial  steps  to  help  FVAP 
demonstrate  how  it  provides  assistance  and  identify  challenges  that 
callers  are  facing,  these  metrics  do  not  allow  FVAP  to  track  the 
progress  it  is  making  toward  its  mission  and  all  three  of  its  strategic 
goals 

While  these  three  mechanisms  help  FVAP  collect  data  that  enables 
program  officials  to  monitor  voting  assistance  activities,  the  data  do  not 
measure  how  well  these  activities  make  progress  toward  FVAP’s  goals  of 
(1)  reducing  obstacles  to  voting,  (2)  being  a  highly  valued  customer 
service  organization,  and  (3)  educating  and  making  voters  aware  of  the 
voting  process.  Without  establishing  performance  measures  and  using 
the  information  that  those  measures  are  intended  to  collect,  FVAP  cannot 
track  the  progress  it  is  making  toward  its  goals  to  inform  decision  making 
or  demonstrate  progress  to  its  staff,  DOD,  and  stakeholders. 

FVAP  Has  Not  Developed 
a  Long-Term  Strategy  to 
Guide  Its  Voting 

Assistance  Efforts 

According  to  officials,  as  of  February  2016,  FVAP  did  not  have  a  long¬ 
term  strategy,  such  as  a  strategic  plan,  to  institutionalize  ongoing 
practices  and  establish  accountability  for  efforts  still  being  developed, 
such  as  the  partially  exhibited  leading  practices  that  we  have  identified 
above.  Instead,  FVAP  plans  its  activities  in  the  near-term  around  federal 
election  cycles,  and  links  its  activities  to  statutory  requirements  and  some 
challenges  that  it  has  identified. 

FVAP’s  most  recent  strategic  plan  was  published  in  2010,  but  a  senior 
FVAP  official  told  us  they  stopped  using  the  plan  in  2012.  FVAP  officials 
also  told  us  that  they  do  not  have  a  current  strategic  plan  because  there 
has  been  frequent  turnover  in  the  program  director  position,  and  that  the 
transitions  in  leadership  were  often  accompanied  by  changes  in  priorities. 
As  a  result,  FVAP  operated  without  a  strategic  plan  to  guide  its  overseas 
voting  assistance  efforts  throughout  the  2012  and  2014  general  election 
cycles.  According  to  a  DOD  official  and  as  evidenced  in  its  annual  reports 
to  Congress,  FVAP  is  accustomed  to  cyclical  planning,  by  identifying 
lessons  learned  about  overseas  absentee  voting  following  each  federal 
election  and  applying  those  lessons  to  the  next  election  cycle. 

®®GAO-12-77. 
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Instead  of  updating  their  previous  strategic  plan,  FVAP’s  senior  officials 
told  us  that  they  are  in  the  process  of  developing  a  new  strategic  plan  that 
they  expect  to  finalize  internally  among  FVAP  staff  in  the  summer  of 
2016.  However,  these  officials  further  stated  that  they  do  not  plan  to 
publish  the  strategic  plan  until  after  November  2016  so  as  to  avoid  any 
distraction  from  FVAP’s  voter  assistance  responsibilities  prior  to  and 
during  the  upcoming  presidential  election.  While  FVAP  officials  provided  a 
timeline  for  some  steps  they  will  take  to  develop  a  new  strategic  plan, 
they  did  not  have  documentation  of  a  draft  strategic  plan  because  they 
said  it  was  early  in  the  development  phase.  Without  a  strategic  plan  that 
institutionalizes  a  long-term  vision,  it  will  be  difficult  for  FVAP  to 
demonstrate  progress  in  addressing  its  long-standing  challenges,  such  as 
those  previously  discussed.  Furthermore,  a  strategic  plan  would  help  to 
incorporate  all  of  the  leading  practices  of  federal  strategic  planning  that 
can  help  to  ensure  that  FVAP  has  a  defined  and  sustainable  path  through 
the  dynamic  voting  environment  and  any  future  transitions  in  leadership. 


Conclusions 


Since  our  first  report  on  FVAP  in  2001,  DOD  has  taken  steps  to  improve 
its  assistance  to  servicemembers  and  overseas  voters.  For  example, 

DOD  has  proactively  commissioned  studies  that  identified  challenges  with 
FVAP  and  it  has  administered  and  analyzed  the  results  of  post-election 
surveys  to  identify  areas  needing  improvement.  While  these  are  positive 
steps,  some  of  the  challenges  identified,  such  as  the  limited  voter  and 
stakeholder  awareness  of  FVAP  resources  and  the  unpredictable  postal 
delivery  of  absentee  ballots,  are  long-standing  issues  and  continue  to 
persist — in  part  because  DOD  has  not  established  time  frames  for 
completing  identified  corrective  actions.  Having  time  frames  would  help 
DOD  to  better  focus  its  effort  and  resources  and  would  provide  important 
benchmarks  against  which  DOD  could  demonstrate  program  progress  to 
Congress  and  other  stakeholders,  including  through  the  statutorily 
required  annual  reports.  Further,  while  DOD’s  leadership  of  FVAP  has 
stabilized  since  2013,  DOD  has  not  fully  implemented  the  six  selected 
leading  practices  for  federal  strategic  planning  into  the  day-to-day 
operation  of  the  program.  In  addition,  DOD  has  not  developed  a  long-term 
strategy  that  could  help  focus  the  program  and  further  develop  and 
institutionalize  the  leading  practices  that  it  partially  exhibits  through  future 
leadership  transitions,  so  it  can  effectively  respond  to  the  changing  nature 
of  the  voting  environment. 
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Recommendations  for 
Executive  Action 


We  recommend  that  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and 
Readiness,  through  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  direct 
FVAP’s  Director  to  fully  implement  the  six  selected  leading  practices  of 
federal  strategic  planning  into  the  day-to-day  operations  of  the  program. 

We  recommend  that  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and 
Readiness,  through  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  direct 
FVAP’s  Director  to  complete  the  development  of  a  strategic  plan  that  fully 
exhibits  the  six  selected  leading  practices  of  federal  strategic  planning, 
including,  but  not  limited  to: 

•  a  statement  of  FVAP’s  revised  mission  and  goals; 

•  an  identification  of  strategies  that  address  management  challenges 
and  resources  needed  to  achieve  goals; 

•  a  description  of  leadership  involvement  and  accountability; 

•  a  description  of  stakeholder  involvement  in  the  development  of  FVAP 
priorities; 

•  a  coordination  strategy  to  communicate  the  program’s  mission  and 
goals  to  other  federal  agencies;  and 

•  a  description  of  performance  measures,  aligned  with  program  goals 
that  FVAP  will  use  to  track  progress  toward  achieving  goals. 


We  are  making  three  recommendations  to  improve  DOD’s  management 
of  FVAP. 

We  recommend  that  the  Secretary  of  Defense  direct  the  Under  Secretary 
of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to  establish  time  frames  to 
complete  actions  that  its  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  has 
identified  it  will  take  to  address  challenges,  and  also  to  use  these  time 
frames  to  demonstrate  progress  for  stakeholders,  including  through  its 
statutorily  required  annual  reporting. 


Agency  Comments 
and  Our  Evaluation 


In  commenting  on  a  draft  of  this  report,  DOD  partially  concurred  with  one 
of  our  three  recommendations,  and  concurred  with  the  other  two 
recommendations.  DOD’s  comments  are  reprinted  in  appendix  VII.  DOD, 
the  U.S.  Postal  Service,  and  the  MPSA  also  provided  technical 
comments,  which  we  incorporated,  as  appropriate. 

In  partially  concurring  with  our  first  recommendation  that  the  Secretary  of 
Defense  direct  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and 
Readiness  to  establish  time  frames  to  complete  actions  that  FVAP  has 
identified  that  it  will  take  to  address  challenges,  and  to  use  these  time 
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frames  to  demonstrate  progress  for  stakeholders,  DOD  agreed  that  time 
frames  can  provide  a  “yard  stick”  for  measuring  program  effectiveness. 
However,  DOD  stated  that  it  had  not  specified  time  frames  because 
recommendations  in  FVAP’s  reports  to  Congress  are  taken  for  immediate 
action  and  election  cycles  provide  a  natural  timeframe  for  completion. 
DOD  further  highlighted  a  number  of  efforts  that  are  complete  or 
underway  for  the  2016  election  cycle  and  that  it  plans  to  include  in  its  next 
report  to  Congress. 

As  stated  in  our  report,  we  recognize  that  FVAP  is  accustomed  to  a 
cyclical  planning  process  that  is  largely  driven  by  the  2-year  timeframe  of 
the  federal  election  schedule.  In  addition,  we  note  in  our  report  steps  that 
have  been  taken  to  address  long-standing  challenges  such  as  increasing 
voter  awareness  of  FVAP  resources  and  mitigating  unpredictability  in 
postal  delivery.  However,  these  long-standing  challenges  persist  in  part 
because  DOD  has  not  established  time  frames  for  completing  actions 
intended  to  address  them,  as  discussed  in  our  report.  We  believe  that,  if 
time  frames  are  not  established  with  the  specificity  needed  to  help  ensure 
that  actions  are  completed  in  a  timely  manner  for  implementation  into  the 
next  election  cycle,  actions  may  not  be  properly  prioritized,  resources 
may  not  be  effectively  targeted;  and  decision  makers  and  stakeholders 
may  not  have  necessary  information  regarding  FVAP’s  progress  with 
respect  to  improvements. 

In  concurring  with  our  second  recommendation  that  the  Under  Secretary 
of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness,  through  the  Defense  Human 
Resources  Activity,  direct  FVAP’s  Director  to  fully  implement  the  six 
selected  leading  practices  of  federal  strategic  planning  into  the  day-to-day 
operations  of  the  program,  DOD  stated  that  its  formal  efforts  to  implement 
selected  leading  strategic  planning  practices  began  in  2015  when  the 
RAND  Corporation  assessed  FVAP’s  organizational  structure  and  FVAP 
took  initial  steps  to  position  itself  as  a  customer-focused  service  delivery 
organization.  We  agree  that  FVAP’s  strategic  planning  activities  began 
during  the  review  by  the  RAND  Corporation,  and  in  our  report  note 
FVAP’s  efforts  to  revise  the  mission  and  strategic  goals  through  a  staff 
offsite  after  initial  feedback  from  the  RAND  Corporation. 

In  addition,  DCD  highlighted  the  following  steps  it  has  taken  to 
incorporate  the  characteristics  of  strategic  planning  leading  practices  that 
our  analysis  identified  as  missing,  and  provided  examples  that 
demonstrate  progress  in  some  of  these  areas. 
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1 .  Define  the  mission  and  goals;  DOD  noted  that  FVAP  will  make  the 
complete  strategic  plan  publicly  available  in  December  2016.  We 
agree  that  this  is  a  positive  step,  and  note  in  our  report  FVAP’s  plan  to 
issue  a  strategic  plan  after  November  2016  because  FVAP  wanted  to 
avoid  distraction  prior  to  the  upcoming  presidential  election. 

2.  Define  strategies  that  address  management  challenges  and 
identify  resources  needed  to  achieve  goals;  DOD  stated  that  most 
factors  that  influence  the  success  of  a  voter  are  outside  the  influence 
or  control  of  DOD.  Further,  DOD  stated  that  FVAP  works  to  facilitate 
the  voting  process  and  improve  areas  where  it  has  the  ability  to  affect 
the  process.  While  we  agree  that  DOD  does  not  control  many  of  the 
factors  that  influence  the  success  of  a  voter  to  cast  a  ballot,  we  note  in 
our  report  that  it  is  particularly  important  that  agencies  specifically 
develop  strategies  to  address  those  management  challenges  that  are 
outside  of  their  control.  We  believe  that,  by  identifying  the  challenges 
that  are  outside  of  its  control,  FVAP  can  also  identify  a  reasonable 
level  of  resources  to  devote  to  address  certain  challenges,  or 
determine  how  to  leverage  partnerships  with  the  stakeholders  that 
have  more  direct  control  on  absentee  voting  such  as  states,  the 
voters,  and  the  MPSA. 

3.  Ensure  leadership  involvement  and  accountability;  DOD  noted 
that  it  has  a  well-established  chain  of  command  in  carrying  out  its 
responsibilities  under  UOCAVA  and  those  lines  of  accountability  are 
articulated  in  a  relevant  directive  and  instruction.  We  disagree  with 
DOD’s  implication  that  the  guidance  alone  ensures  leadership 
involvement  and  accountability,  and  have  concerns  that  the  strategic 
planning  activities  initiated  by  the  current  Director  could  be  diminished 
by  a  future  leadership  transition.  Officials  noted  during  our  review  that 
leadership  transitions  were  routinely  accompanied  by  changes  in 
program  priorities. 

4.  Involve  stakeholders;  DOD  noted  that  stakeholder  involvement  was 
part  of  the  RAND  Corporation’s  study,  during  which  stakeholder  views 
of  FVAP  responsibilities  were  solicited.  Further,  DOD  stated  that 
some  of  the  stakeholder  misconceptions  about  FVAP's  role  were 
based  on  previous  communication  from  FVAP.  In  our  report,  we  note 
the  involvement  of  FVAP's  stakeholders  in  the  RAND  Corporation 
study  and  continue  to  believe  that  a  strategic  plan  could  help  FVAP 
communicate  its  role  consistently  and  publicly  to  its  stakeholders,  to 
address  the  misconceptions,  such  as  the  perception  that  FVAP 
stakeholder  coordination  was  driven  by  individual  agendas,  which  the 
RAND  study  uncovered. 
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5.  Coordinate  with  other  federal  agencies;  DOD  stated  that  it 
coordinated  with  other  federal  agencies,  which  were  also  included  in 
the  RAND  study,  in  the  development  of  its  mission,  goals,  and 
strategies.  These  efforts  led  to  the  newly  defined  and  focused 
strategic  goals.  We  do  not  have  evidence  from  the  stakeholders  we 
spoke  with,  listed  in  appendix  III,  that  the  RAND  Corporation  or  FVAP 
consulted  them  specifically  regarding  the  development  of  FVAP's 
mission,  goals,  and  strategies. 

6.  Develop  and  use  performance  measures:  DOD  stated  that  FVAP 
and  each  of  its  employees  are  evaluated  by  yearly  performance 
measures  tied  to  the  work  conducted  on  a  daily  basis.  We  disagree 
that  annual  performance  evaluations  for  individual  staff  constitute 
performance  measures  that  help  FVAP  measure  progress  toward 
achieving  its  strategic  goals,  even  when  these  performance  measures 
are  tracked,  as  DOD  suggests,  upward  from  the  individual  to  the 
FVAP  office,  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  the  Under 
Secretary  of  Defense  (Personnel  and  Readiness),  and  overall  DOD 
strategies  and  goals.  In  addition,  DOD  noted  that  FVAP  will  refine  its 
analysis  of  metrics  collected  by  service  voting  assistance  officers  and 
compare  the  numeric  values  collected  with  historical  values  over  time. 
However,  the  metrics  we  reviewed  were  a  tally  of  numbers  associated 
with  a  type  of  assistance  or  service  provided.  Those  metrics  did  not 
contain  a  baseline  to  indicate  how  such  assistance  efforts  compared 
with  assistance  needed  or  with  the  size  of  the  UOCAVA  voter 
population. 

In  concurring  with  our  third  recommendation  to  complete  the  development 
of  a  strategic  plan  that  fully  exhibits  the  six  selected  leading  practices  of 
federal  strategic  planning,  DOD  stated  that  FVAP  embraces  GAO’s  six 
selected  leading  practices  of  strategic  planning,  and  that,  as  noted  earlier, 
it  will  publicly  issue  a  final  strategic  plan  in  December  201 6.  While  FVAP’s 
identification  of  a  time  frame  for  issuing  its  strategic  plan  demonstrates 
progress,  it  also  indicates  that  FVAP  will  not  have  a  plan  to  guide  its  work 
through  another  presidential  election.  We  noted  in  our  report  that  the 
program  did  not  have  a  strategic  plan  during  the  2012  and  2014  general 
election  cycles.  Further,  in  its  comments,  DOD  took  issue  with  our 
statement  that  the  lack  of  a  strategic  plan  has  hindered  FVAP’s  ability  to 
respond  to  challenges  faced  in  the  military  and  overseas  citizen  voting 
environment.  We  disagree  and  continue  to  believe  that,  as  discussed  in 
our  report,  it  will  be  difficult  for  FVAP  to  demonstrate  progress  in 
addressing  its  long-standing  challenges  without  a  strategic  plan.  Further, 
we  continue  to  believe  that  a  publicly  available  strategic  plan  will  help 
FVAP  communicate  its  role  to  stakeholders  and  customers,  clearly  state 
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its  program  goals,  and  identify  the  metrics  that  FVAP  will  use  to  measure 
progress  toward  its  goals  and  to  mitigate  challenges. 


We  are  sending  copies  of  this  report  to  the  appropriate  congressional 
committees;  the  Secretary  of  Defense;  the  Chairman,  Joint  Chiefs  of 
Staff;  the  Secretaries  of  the  military  departments,  and  the  Commandant  of 
the  U.S.  Marine  Corps.  This  report  is  also  available  at  no  charge  on  the 
GAO  website  at  http://www.gao.gov. 

If  you  or  your  staff  have  any  questions  about  this  report,  please  contact 
me  at  (202)  512-3604  orfarrellb@gao.gov.  Contact  points  for  our  Offices 
of  Congressional  Relations  and  Public  Affairs  may  be  found  on  the  last 
page  of  this  report.  GAO  staff  who  made  key  contributions  to  this  report 
are  listed  in  appendix  VIII. 


Brenda  S.  Farrell 
Director 

Defense  Capabilities  and  Management 
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List  of  Addressees 


The  Honorable  John  McCain 
Chairman 

The  Honorable  Jack  Reed 
Ranking  Member 
Committee  on  Armed  Services 
United  States  Senate 

The  Honorable  Mac  Thornberry 
Chairman 

The  Honorable  Adam  Smith 
Ranking  Member 
Committee  on  Armed  Services 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Jason  Chaffetz 
Chairman 

The  Honorable  Elijah  E.  Cummings 
Ranking  Member 

Committee  on  Oversight  and  Government  Reform 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Justin  Amash 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Rod  Blum 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Brendan  F.  Boyle 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Ken  Buck 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Buddy  Carter 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Matt  Cartwright 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  William  Lacy  Clay 
House  of  Representatives 
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The  Honorable  Bonnie  Watson  Coleman 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Gerald  E.  Connolly 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Jim  Cooper 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Ron  DeSantis 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Mark  Desaulnier 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Scott  DesJarlais 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Tammy  Duckworth 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  John  Duncan 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Blake  Farenthold 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Paul  Gosar 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Trey  Gowdy 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Michelle  Grisham 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Glenn  Grothman 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Jody  Hice 
House  of  Representatives 
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The  Honorable  William  Hurd 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Jim  Jordan 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Robin  Kelly 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Brenda  Lawrence 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Ted  Lieu 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Cynthia  Lummis 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Stephen  Lynch 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Carolyn  Maloney 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Thomas  Massie 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Mark  Meadows 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  John  Mica 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Mick  Mulvaney 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Eleanor  Holmes  Norton 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Gary  J.  Palmer 
House  of  Representatives 
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The  Honorable  Stacey  E.  Plaskett 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Steve  Russell 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Michael  Turner 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Tim  Walberg 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Mark  Walker 
House  of  Representatives 

The  Honorable  Peter  Welch 
House  of  Representatives 
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Appendix  I:  Description  of  Military  and 
Overseas  Ballots  in  Elections  Held  in  2008 
through  2014 


We  reviewed  2008-14  general  election  survey  data  from  the  Election 
Assistance  Commission,  which  show  that  the  turnout  of  voters  covered 
under  the  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  has 
fluctuated  between  the  mid-term  and  presidential  elections,  and  that 
states  have  received  a  higher  number  of  ballots  from  voters  covered  by 
the  Act  during  presidential  elections.  In  table  4  we  show  that,  of  the 
ballots  that  local  election  offices  received,  counted,  and  rejected  during 
each  election,  the  state-provided  absentee  ballots  were  the  most  common 
in  each  category.''  Further,  the  usage  of  Federal  Write-in  Absentee 
Ballots,  FVAP’s  write-in  backup  ballot  for  eligible  UOCAVA  voters  who 
have  not  received  their  requested  ballots  at  least  30  days  before  federal 
elections,  increased  between  the  2008  and  2012  presidential  elections. 
Specifically,  local  election  offices  received,  counted,  and  rejected  Federal 
Write-in  Absentee  Ballots  at  higher  rates  in  the  2012  presidential  election 
than  the  2008  presidential  election.  The  Election  Assistance  Commission 
reported  that  local  election  offices  rejected  absentee  ballots  primarily 
because  they  had  received  those  ballots  after  the  deadline  in  each 
election.  Local  election  offices  also  rejected  ballots  for  other  reasons, 
such  as  because  a  voter’s  name  or  address  did  not  match  that  voter’s 
registration  or  because  local  election  offices  did  not  have  an  absentee 
ballot  registration  on  file. 


Table  4:  Military  and  Overseas  Ballots  Received,  Counted,  and  Rejected  in  Elections  Held  in  2008  through  2014 


2014  Mid-term 
election 

2012  Presidential 
election 

2010  Mid-term 
election 

2008  Presidential 
election 

Total  absentee  ballots  local  election 
offices  received^ 

145,413 

604,644 

211,749 

678,732 

State  absentee  ballots 

86% 

76% 

67% 

73  % 

Other  ballots 

13% 

17% 

31  % 

23  % 

Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballots 

1  % 

7% 

2% 

4% 

Total  absentee  ballots  local  election 
offices  counted'^ 

137,593 

579,056 

197,306 

635,488 

^DOD’s  Defense  Manpower  and  Data  Center  reported  that  ballots  counted  and  ballots 
rejected  do  not  always  sum  perfectly  to  ballots  received  for  three  main  reasons:  1)  state 
election  officials  may  have  misinterpreted  a  question  or  may  have  incorrectly  entered 
values  when  responding  to  the  survey,  2)  the  relationships  between  survey  items  create 
difficulty  in  maintaining  all  logical  relationships,  and  3)  data  for  some  questions  required 
imputation,  a  statistical  process  used  to  estimate  the  value  for  a  question  when  the 
respondent  did  not  provide  the  value. 
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Overseas  Ballots  in  Elections  Held  in  2008 
through  2014 


2014  Mid-term 
election 

2012  Presidential 
election 

2010  Mid-term 
election 

2008  Presidential 
election 

State  absentee  ballots 

88% 

77% 

68% 

65  % 

Other  ballots 

11  % 

18% 

31  % 

31  % 

Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballots 

1  % 

5% 

2% 

4% 

Total  absentee  ballots  local  election 
offices  rejected'’ 

8,486 

33,721 

14,816 

39,324 

State  absentee  ballots 

67% 

45% 

42% 

55  % 

Other  ballots 

27% 

22% 

49% 

29  % 

Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballots 

6% 

33% 

9% 

16  % 

Reasons  local  election  offices  rejected 
absentee  ballots'' 

8,486 

33,  721 

14,770 

39,324 

Missed  deadline 

49% 

40% 

32% 

44  % 

Voter  signature  issues 

14% 

14% 

7% 

11  % 

Lack  of  postmark 

3% 

2% 

0% 

Other 

34% 

44% 

61  % 

Source:  GAO  Analysis  of  Election  Assistance  Commission  Data  |  GAO-16-378 

^Absentee  ballots  local  election  offices  received  reflects  the  number  of  ballots  returned  by  voters  that 
were  submitted  for  the  counting  process,  regardless  of  whether  or  not  the  ballots  were  later  counted 
or  rejected.  Spoiled  ballots,  replaced  ballots,  and  absentee  ballots  returned  as  undellverable  are 
Identified  before  the  counting  process  and  by  this  definition  are  not  considered  to  be  submitted  for 
counting. 

‘’Absentee  ballots  local  election  offices  counted  reflects  the  number  of  ballots  actually  processed, 
counted,  and  recorded  as  votes. 

‘’Absentee  ballots  local  election  offices  rejected  reflect  ballots  that  local  election  offices  determined 
did  not  meet  the  requirements  of  eligibility  for  various  reasons.  Including  not  being  properly 
completed,  being  submitted  by  Individuals  who  were  excluded  from  voting  In  those  locations,  or  not 
being  received  on  time. 

‘‘This  category  Includes  the  three  most  common  reasons  that  local  election  offices  rejected  absentee 
ballots.  The  Election  Assistance  Commission  has  reported  some  examples  of  other  reasons  local 
election  offices  rejected  absentee  ballots,  Including  ballots  returned  In  Incorrect  envelopes,  voters 
returning  ballots  to  the  wrong  county  or  precinct,  missing  witness  signatures,  the  voter  was  deceased, 
the  voter  name  or  address  did  not  match  the  application,  and  the  voter  had  no  absentee  ballot 
application  on  file. 
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Appendix  II:  Implementation  Status  of  Prior 
GAO  Recommendations  Related  to  Military 
and  Overseas  Voting 

We  have  made  12  recommendations  related  to  military  and  overseas 
voting  and  the  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  to  the 
Department  of  Defense  (DOD)  between  2001  and  2010.  All 
recommendations  have  been  closed.  Of  the  recommendations  we  made, 
eight  were  closed  as  implemented  and  four  were  closed  as  not 
implemented.  In  table  5,  we  list  the  12  recommendations  and  summarize 
the  status  of  each  recommendation  at  the  time  we  closed  it. 

Table  5:  Implementation  Status  of  Our  Prior  Recommendations  Related  to  Military  and  Overseas  Voting 

Recommendation  (report  number) 

Status  of  recommendation/action  taken 

To  improve  the  effectiveness  of  DOD’s  absentee  voting 
assistance  efforts,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
assess  the  methodologies  currently  in  use  to  gather  evaluative 
information  on  FVAP’s  efforts  to  address  the  requirements  in 
DOD  Directive  1000.04. 

(GAO-1 0-476) 

Closed-not  implemented 

The  actions  taken  by  DOD  did  not  meet  the  intent  of  our 
recommendation.  According  to  a  December  12,  2013,  memorandum 
from  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  DOD’s  efforts  to 
address  this  recommendation  are  ongoing.  FVAP  has  contracted 
with  a  federally  funded  research  and  development  center  to  identify 
a  methodology  and  metrics  to  evaluate  efforts  required  by  DOD 
Directive  1000.04. 

To  improve  the  effectiveness  of  DOD’s  absentee  voting 
assistance  efforts,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
implement,  where  needed,  improved  and  supplemental 
program  evaluation  methodologies  to  address  concerns  such 
as  those  that  we  identified  in  this  report.  (GAO-1 0-476) 

Closed-implemented 

In  response  to  this  recommendation,  in  2010  FVAP  revised  its  post¬ 
election  survey  of  local  election  officials  to  include  a  wider  variety  of 
content,  such  as  questions  on  the  total  number  of  absentee  ballots 
transmitted  to  each  category  of  voters  and  the  number  of  absentee 
ballots  transmitted  by  the  various  means  of  communications  (mail, 
email,  or  fax).  By  revising  the  survey,  FVAP  will  have  better  data  in 
its  quadrennial  report  to  the  President  and  Congress. 

To  improve  the  effectiveness  of  DOD’s  absentee  voting 
assistance  efforts,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
evaluate  current  and  alternative  methods  for  training  voting 
assistance  officers  as  part  of  federal  elections. 

(GAO-1 0-476) 

Closed-not  implemented 

The  actions  taken  by  DOD  did  not  meet  the  intent  of  our 
recommendation.  According  to  a  December  12,  2013,  memorandum 
from  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  FVAP  is  continuing  to 
evaluate  the  training  it  currently  provides  to  voting  assistance 
officers.  However,  it  has  not  yet  evaluated  alternative  training 
methods. 
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Overseas  Voting 


Recommendation  (report  number) 

Status  of  recommendation/action  taken 

To  improve  the  security  and  accuracy  of  DOD’s  electronic  and 
Internet  initiatives,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
create  an  integrated,  comprehensive,  long-term,  results- 
oriented  plan  for  future  electronic  voting  programs  that 
specifies,  among  other  things,  the  goals  to  be  achieved  along 
with  tasks  including  identifying  safeguards  for  the  security  and 
privacy  of  all  DOD’s  voting  systems — both  electronic  and 
Internet.  The  plan  should  also  specify  milestones,  time  frames, 
and  contingencies;  synchronize  them  with  planned 
development  of  the  Commission’s  guidelines  for  Internet  voting; 
and  be  developed  in  conjunction  with  major  stakeholders — 
including  state  and  local  election  officials,  the  Election 
Assistance  Commission,  overseas  voting  groups,  and  each  of 
the  armed  services.  The  plan  should  also  include  initiatives  that 
will  be  done  well  in  advance  of  federal  elections,  to  allow 
adequate  time  for  training  and  dissemination  of  information  on 
the  options  available  to  voters  covered  under  the  Uniformed 
and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  (UOCAVA). 

(GAO-07-774) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

On  April  26,  2010,  the  Election  Assistance  Commission  (EAC) 
issued  the  Report  to  Congress  on  EAC’s  Efforts  to  Establish 
Guidelines  for  Remote  Electronic  Absentee  Voting  Systems,  which 
contained  a  “Roadmap  Timeline  for  the  Development  of  Remote 
Electronic  Absentee  Voting  Guidelines  in  Support  of  the  Uniformed 
and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  (UOCAVA).’’  This 
roadmap  was  developed  in  conjunction  with  the  National  Institute  of 
Standards  and  Technology  (NIST)  and  DOD’s  FVAP  and  highlights 
a  number  of  efforts  that  the  EAC  along  with  NIST  and  FVAP  have  or 
plan  to  undertake  to  move  towards  the  development  of  the  remote 
electronic  absentee  voting  guidelines. 

To  improve  the  security  and  accuracy  of  DOD’s  electronic  and 
Internet  initiatives,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
institutionalize  a  process  to  review  online  UOCAVA  guidance  to 
ensure  that  DOD  provides  accurate  and  consistent  information 
to  UOCAVA  voters.  (GAO-07-774) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

In  response  to  our  recommendation,  DOD  developed  an  internal 
checklist  that  staff  are  to  use  when  a  change  occurs  to  ensure 
consistency  in  online  information.  The  checklist  contains  steps  that 
staff  are  to  take  when  changes  are  made  to  (1 )  state  legislative 
changes,  (2)  the  Voting  Assistance  Guide,  (3)  Voting  Assistance 
Guide  addresses,  (4)  voting  assistance  officer  workshop  slides  or 
self-administered  training,  and  (5)  any  other  pages  on  the  website. 

To  improve  the  security  and  accuracy  of  DOD’s  electronic  and 
Internet  initiatives,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
incorporate  lessons  learned  into  plans  for  future  systems  such 
as  those  we  identified,  including  adding  cautionary  statements 
to  future  ballot  request  and  receipt  systems  to  warn  UOCAVA 
voters  to  remove  personal  data  from  their  computers. 

(GAO-07-774) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

In  response  to  our  recommendation,  DOD  updated  its  FVAP  website 
in  June  2008  with  an  automated  Voter  Registration  and  Ballot 

Delivery  Tool,  which  incorporated  a  cautionary  statement  on  the 
login  page  for  the  new  tool.  The  statement  warns  the  user  that  the 
computer  may  have  saved  some  of  the  user’s  personal  data  and 
instructs  the  user  to  check  the  browser’s  help  file  to  determine  how 
to  delete  any  private  data  that  has  been  stored  during  the  session. 

The  FVAP  updated  website  also  includes  a  disclaimer  webpage, 
which  contains  an  expanded  version  of  the  cautionary  statement. 
Specifically,  this  statement  recommends  that  users  delete  all 
personal  data  from  the  public  computers  they  use  before  logging  off 
the  system. 
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Recommendation  (report  number) 


Status  of  recommendation/action  taken 


To  improve  the  security  and  accuracy  of  DOD’s  electronic  and 
Internet  initiatives,  the  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to 
comply  with  the  information  security  requirements  in  the  DOD 
Certification  and  Accreditation  Process  guidance. 
(GAO-07-774) 


The  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the  Director,  FVAP,  to 
develop  a  methodology,  in  conjunction  with  states  and  local 
jurisdictions,  to  gather  nationally  projectable  data  on  disqualified 
military  and  overseas  absentee  ballots  and  reasons  for 
disqualification.  FVAP  should  do  this  by  modifying  its 
quadrennial  survey  of  local  election  officials,  analyzing  the  data, 
and  publishing  this  analysis  in  its  quadrennial  election  report  to 
Congress.  As  part  of  this  methodology,  FVAP  should  select  a 
random  sample  of  jurisdictions  to  participate  in  the  survey  for  an 
extended  period,  such  as  12  years.  FVAP  should  work  with 
state  and  local  election  officials  before  the  next  election  so 
respondent  counties  can  provide  input  to  redesign  the  survey 
and  establish  the  necessary  means  for  tracking  data. 
(GAO-01-1026) 


Ciosed-not  impiemented 

The  actions  taken  by  DOD  did  not  meet  the  intent  of  our 
recommendation.  As  of  August  2011,  DOD  had  not  implemented  our 
recommendation  to  improve  the  security  of  DOD’s  electronic  and 
Internet  voting  initiatives  by  complying  with  the  DOD  Certification 
and  Accreditation  Process  (DIACAP)  guidance  for  information 
security.  Specifically,  FVAP  has  not  demonstrated  certification  or 
accreditation  of  the  systems  used  to  support  electronic  voting 
initiatives  for  either  the  2008  or  the  2010  elections.  FVAP  entered 
into  an  agreement  with  DOD’s  Washington  Fleadquarters  Services 
(WHS)  in  June  2008  to  test  and  certify  the  Electronic  Transmission 
Service  using  WHS’  certification  and  accreditation  contract. 

However,  the  contract  as  awarded  did  not  include  the  FVAP  test  and 
certification  requirements.  In  May  2010,  FVAP  entered  into  a 
Memorandum  of  Agreement  with  a  new  service  provider,  the  Navy’s 
Global  Distance  Support  Center,  to  provide  support  for  FVAP’s 
Electronic  Transmission  Service  and  other  systems.  However,  the 
memorandum  did  not  include  a  provision  for  specifying  the 
information  security  requirements  that  the  support  systems  must 
meet  or  require  certification  and  accreditation  of  these  systems,  and 
FVAP  did  not  hold  any  discussions  with  the  new  service  provider  to 
ensure  that  the  systems  would  meet  specific  information  security 
requirements  for  the  2010  election.  Neither  FVAP  nor  the  support 
center  were  able  to  demonstrate  that  the  systems  used  for  FVAP’s 
electronic  voting  initiatives  during  the  2010  election  period  had 
completed  certification  and  accreditation  or  obtained  approvals  for 
the  results  of  these  processes  from  responsible  DOD  executives. 
Moreover,  significant  security  risks  were  identified  in  one  of  the 
election  support  systems  used  during  the  2010  election  period.  That 
system  did  not  receive  approval  to  operate  until  after  the  close  of  the 
2010  election,  and  the  approval  was  interim  while  the  security  issues 
were  to  be  addressed.  Taken  together,  these  events  and  artifacts 
indicate  that  DOD  has  not  systematically  applied  its  information 
security  guidance  to  electronic  voting  initiatives. 

Ciosed-impiemented 

FVAP  is  working  with  the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  and  a 
contractor  to  revise  the  survey  instrument  to  include  questions  about 
why  absentee  ballots  are  rejected  by  the  voting  jurisdictions.  The 
revised  methodology  for  the  Post-Election  Voting  Survey  of  Local 
Election  Officials  now  includes  a  stratified  sample  of  the  50  largest 
jurisdictions  in  each  state  and  Washington,  D.C.,  the  next  449 
largest  jurisdictions  in  the  U.S.,  and  a  random  sample  of  jurisdictions 
from  the  rest  of  the  United  States.  Survey  questions  include  on  the 
number  of  absentee  ballots  not  counted  and  the  reasons  why,  and 
selected  jurisdictions  were  given  an  advance  copy  of  the  survey  to 
provide  them  with  an  opportunity  to  collect  the  required  data  as  the 
year  progressed.  Data  will  be  analyzed  after  the  2004  presidential 
election  and  will  provide  nationally  projectable  data  regarding  the 
number  of  absentee  ballots  disqualified  and  the  reasons  for 
disqualification. 
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Recommendation  (report  number) 

Status  of  recommendation/action  taken 

The  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the  Director,  FVAP,  to 
actively  collect  and  share  best  practices  identified  by  service 
and  State  Department  voting  assistance  programs. 
(GAO-01-1026) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

FVAP’s  Voting  Action  Plan  for  2002-03  requires  that  the  Director  of 
FVAP  actively  collect  and  share  best  practices  identified  by  the 
services  and  State  voting  assistance  programs.  The  Director  of 

FVAP  worked  with  others  in  DOD  to  implement  a  best  practices 
system,  and  a  best  practices  system  should  be  in  place  for  the  2004 
election.  FVAP’s  after  action  report  includes  a  description  of  the  best 
practices  that  have  been  identified  as  improving  Service  Voting 

Action  Programs.  The  best  practices  collected  are  published  through 
the  FVAP  website  and  other  existing  media,  such  as  the  Voting 
Information  News  newsletter  and  voting  workshops. 

The  Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the  Director,  FVAP,  to 
consult  with  the  services  and  revise  DOD  Directive  1000.4  to 
establish  recommended  ratios  of  voting  assistance  officers  to 
the  population  served. 

(GAO-01-1026) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

Revised  DOD  guidance,  which  was  issued  in  June  2002,  requires 
that  the  heads  of  DOD  components  establish  the  ratio  or  maximum 
number  of  voters  that  can  be  represented  by  a  voting  assistance 
officer.  The  Air  Force  was  the  only  service  that  has  included  a  ratio 
in  its  guidance  or  voting  action  plan. 

To  increase  the  effectiveness  of  the  DOD’s  voting  education 
and  assistance  programs  for  military  and  overseas  voters,  the 
Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the  military  service 
Secretaries  to  require  that  the  Senior  Service  Voting 
Representatives  monitor  installations’  voting  assistance 
programs,  including  the  level  of  command  support  and 
periodically  provide  briefings  to  FVAP  that  detail  the  services’ 
efforts  to  meet  the  requirements  outlined  in  the  DOD  directive 
and  submit  a  final  report  by  June  30th  of  odd-numbered  years. 

(GAO-01-1026) 

Ciosed-not  implemented 

The  actions  taken  by  DOD  did  not  meet  the  intent  of  our 
recommendation.  DOD  issued  its  revised  guidance  on  FVAP  in  June 
2002;  however,  it  did  not  implement  this  recommendation  in  the 
revised  guidance.  Specifically,  the  revised  directive  did  not  require 
that  the  Senior  Service  Voting  Representative  monitor  the 
installations  voting  assistance  programs  or  periodically  brief  FVAP. 
Furthermore,  it  did  not  require  that  the  Senior  Service  Voting 
Representative  provide  a  report  on  the  services’  efforts  to  meet  the 
requirements  in  the  DOD  directive  by  June  30th  of  odd-numbered 
years. 

To  increase  the  effectiveness  of  the  DOD’s  voting  education 
and  assistance  programs  for  military  and  overseas  voters,  the 
Secretary  of  Defense  should  direct  the  military  service 
Secretaries  to  develop  voting  assistance  directives  that  fully 
reflect  the  requirements  of  DOD  Directive  1000.04.  Specifically, 
the  services’  guidance  should  specify  that  trained  installation 
and  unit  voting  assistance  officers  should  be  appointed,  that 
service  Inspectors  General  review  the  voting  assistance 
program  during  inspections,  that  instruction  on  the  absentee 
ballot  process  be  provided  to  all  servicemembers,  and  that  the 
voting  assistance  program  undergo  continuous  evaluation.  In 
addition,  the  services  should  clarify  their  guidance  to  clearly 
establish  who  is  responsible  for  providing  voting  material  to 
installations  and  voting  assistance  officers.  The  services  should 
complete  modifications  to  their  guidance  by  the  end  of  2001 . 
(GAO-01-1026) 

Ciosed-impiemented 

DOD  concurred  with  the  recommendation,  and  revised  its  guidance 
to  emphasize  the  services’  responsibilities  to  monitor  and  oversee 
their  voting  assistance  program.  DOD’s  revised  instruction  was 
effective  June  3,  2002.  Flowever,  not  all  of  the  services  have  revised 
their  guidance  to  reflect  the  changes  in  the  revised  DOD  Instruction. 
DOD  said  the  FVAP  would  ensure  that  services’  2002-03  voting 
action  plans  comply  with  the  revised  guidance.  All  services  have 
implemented  regulations  that  specify  that  trained  voting  assistance 
officers  should  be  appointed,  service  Inspectors  General  should 
review  voting  assistance  programs,  and  services  should  clearly 
establish  who  is  responsible  for  providing  voting  material  to 
installations  and  voting  assistance  officers. 

Source:  GAO  analysis.  |  GAO-16-378 
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To  determine  the  extent  to  which  the  Department  of  Defense  (DOD)  has 
identified  challenges  associated  with  its  military  and  overseas  absentee 
voting  assistance  efforts  and  developed  plans  to  address  those 
challenges,  we  interviewed  program  officials  at  the  Federal  Voting 
Assistance  Program  (FVAP);  obtained  relevant  documents,  studies,  and 
data;  and  discussed  their  voting  assistance  efforts,  including  challenges 
and  planned  corrective  actions.  We  interviewed  the  senior  service  voting 
representative  and  voting  action  officers  from  each  of  the  military 
services,  including  the  U.S.  Coast  Guard,  to  discuss  their  coordination 
with  FVAP  and  management  of  the  service  voting  assistance  activities. 
We  also  contacted  officials  at  other  DOD  organizations,  the  military 
services,  other  executive  branch  agencies,  and  nongovernmental 
organizations  to  discuss  the  challenges  that  FVAP  faces  in  providing 
voting  assistance  to  military  and  overseas  voters.  In  table  6  we  list  the 
DOD  entities,  other  federal  agencies,  and  other  organizations  that  we 
contacted  for  this  review. 


Table  6:  Departments,  Agencies,  and  Organizations  GAO  Interviewed 


Department  of  Defense  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity 

Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program 
Defense  Manpower  Data  Center 
Office  of  Inspector  General 
Military  Postal  Service  Agency 
United  States  Air  Force  Voting  Action  Officer 
United  States  Army  Voting  Action  Officer 
United  States  Coast  Guard  Voting  Action  Officer 
United  States  Marine  Corps  Voting  Action  Officer 
United  States  Navy  Voting  Action  Officer 
Other  Federal  Agencies  Department  of  State 

Election  Assistance  Commission 
United  States  Postal  Service 

Other  Organizations  Bipartisan  Policy  Center 

The  Council  of  State  Governments 
Election  Center 

National  Association  of  Secretaries  of  State 
The  Pew  Charitable  Trusts 
RAND  Corporation 
U.S.  Vote  Foundation 


Source:  GAO.  |  GAO-16-378 
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We  reviewed  reports  that  resulted  from  two  studies  on  FVAP  that  DOD 
commissioned  and  that  were  issued  in  2015  and  2014,  respectively.  The 
first  study,  conducted  by  the  RAND  Corporation,  examined  FVAP’s 
internal  operations;  the  second  study,  conducted  by  Lake  Research 
Partners,  identified  challenges  faced  by  overseas  absentee  voters,  their 
eligible  family  members,  DOD’s  voting  assistance  officers,  overseas 
citizens,  and  local  election  officials.  We  interviewed  staff  from  the  RAND 
Corporation  that  conducted  the  study  of  FVAP’s  internal  operations  to 
discuss  their  views  of  the  program  and  its  challenges.  We  reviewed 
documentation  that  FVAP  provided  from  the  Lake  Research  Partners 
study,  including  transcripts  from  focus  groups  with  voters  covered  under 
the  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens  Absentee  Voting  Act  (UOCAVA), 
including  servicemembers,  their  family  members,  and  overseas  citizen  to 
identify  the  absentee  voting  challenges  faced  by  those  FVAP  customers. 

We  also  reviewed  and  analyzed  the  results  of  post-election  surveys  that 
FVAP  had  conducted  with  the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  and  the 
Election  Assistance  Commission  between  2008  and  2014.  The  surveys 
are  used  to  determine  participation  in  the  electoral  process  by  UOCAVA 
voters;  assess  the  impact  of  FVAP’s  efforts  to  simplify  and  ease  the 
process  of  voting  absentee;  evaluate  progress  made  to  facilitate  absentee 
voting;  and  identify  remaining  obstacles  to  voting  by  individuals  covered 
by  UOCAVA.  These  surveys  include  questions  for  the  voter  about  the 
methods  voters  used  to  cast  a  ballot  and  the  effectiveness  of  the 
information  sources  the  voters  consulted.  The  surveys  also  collect  data 
from  local  election  officials  regarding  the  numbers  of  absentee  ballots 
processed  and  the  reasons  for  rejection.  We  determined  that  that  FVAP’s 
surveys  with  the  Defense  Manpower  Data  Center  and  the  Election 
Assistance  Commission  were  sufficiently  reliable  for  the  purposes  of  our 
report. 

We  reviewed  communication  plans  and  a  media  engagement  plan  that 
FVAP  uses  to  promote  awareness  of  its  resources.  We  reviewed  our 
previous  reports  on  DOD’s  FVAP,  including  the  recommendations  that 
had  resulted  from  those  reports  and  the  status  of  those 
recommendations.  In  addition,  we  learned  about  challenges  faced  by 
local  election  officials  by  attending  an  Election  Data  Summit  sponsored  by 
the  Election  Assistance  Commission,  in  which  election  officials  from 
fourteen  states  spoke  about  challenges  they  face.  In  addition,  we 
interviewed  local  election  officials  in  Virginia  and  Colorado,  among  the 
states  with  large  populations  of  UOCAVA  voters,  to  discuss  their 
perspectives  on  challenges  associated  with  overseas  absentee  voting. 
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We  compared  FVAP’s  identification  of  and  plans  for  addressing 
challenges  with  applicable  internal  control  standards  and  relevant 
program  management  criteria.  Specifically,  we  reviewed  the  plans  and 
actions  that  FVAP  had  identified  to  address  challenges  in  post-election 
survey  reports  and  press  releases.  We  compared  FVAP’s  actions  with 
Standards  for  Internal  Control  in  the  Federal  Government,  which  call  for 
agencies  to  complete  and  document  actions  to  remediate  challenges  on  a 
timely  basis. ’’  We  also  compared  those  actions  with  the  Project 
Management  Body  of  Knowledge  practice  for  identifying  time  frames 
associated  with  projects  to  determine  whether  projects  are  meeting  their 
goals. ^  The  PMBOK®  Guide  provides  guidelines  for  managing  individual 
projects,  including  developing  a  project  management  plan. 

We  interviewed  officials  from  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  and  the  Military 
Postal  Service  Agency  to  discuss  the  process  for  identifying  and 
transmitting  UOCAVA  election  materials  and  ballots,  and  to  determine 
how  those  agencies  track  the  transit  time  for  UOCAVA  ballots.  We  also 
obtained  information  regarding  Military  Postal  Service  Agency’s  process 
for  developing  recommended  dates  by  which  UOCAVA  voters  should  mail 
their  completed  ballots  in  order  for  those  ballots  to  return  in  time  for  local 
election  offices  to  count,  and  compared  the  2016  recommended  mailing 
times  with  related  statutory  requirements  for  the  transmission  of  ballots  to 
voters.^ 

To  determine  the  extent  to  which  has  DOD  implemented  strategic 
planning  practices  to  help  ensure  the  long-term  effectiveness  of  FVAP, 
we  reviewed  documentation  of  FVAP’s  long-term  planning,  including 
information  FVAP  provides  on  its  public  website;  annual  budget  estimates 


^GAO,  Standards  for  Internal  Control  In  the  Federal  Government.  GAO-1 4-704G 
(Washington,  D.  C.:  Sept.  10,  2014). 

^Project  Management  Institute,  Inc.  A  Guide  to  the  Project  Management  Body  of 
Knowledge.  (PMBOK®  Guide),  Fifth  Edition,  2013. 

^Under  section  20302  of  Title  52,  U.S.  Code,  states  are  required  to  transmit  a  validly 
requested  absentee  ballot  to  a  voter  not  later  than  45  days  before  a  federal  election,  if  the 
request  is  received  at  least  45  days  before  the  election.  52  U.S.C.  §  20302(a)(8)(A). 

States  may  seek  waivers  from  the  presidential  designee  in  certain  circumstances.  See  § 
20302(g).  Additionally,  in  the  case  in  which  a  request  is  received  fewer  than  45  days 
before  a  federal  election,  states  are  to  transmit  a  ballot  in  accordance  with  state  law  and  in 
a  manner  that  expedites  transmission,  if  practicable  and  determined  appropriate  by  the 
state.  See  §  20302(a)(8)(B). 
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FVAP  submits  to  the  Defense  Human  Resource  Agency,  which  include 
strategic  goals  and  performance  measures  that  FVAP  intends  to  measure 
progress  toward  those  goals;  FVAP’s  annual  reports  to  Congress,  which 
include  FVAP’s  goals  and  actions  it  intends  to  take  to  meet  those  goals; 
and  documentation  of  the  performance  metrics  FVAP  uses  to  collect  data 
to  monitor  its  activities.  We  also  reviewed  a  cooperative  agreement 
between  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity  and  the  Council  of  State 
Governments  related  to  FVAP;  commissioned  reports  from  the  RAND 
Corporation  and  Lake  Research  Partners;  and  annual  reports  from  2008- 
14  that  the  DOD  Inspector  General  conducted  on  FVAP  and  the  services’ 
implementation  of  their  respective  voting  assistance  programs.  We 
interviewed  relevant  DOD  and  military  service  officials,  as  well  as  key 
stakeholder  officials  from  the  Election  Assistance  Commission,  the 
Department  of  State,  U.S.  Vote  Foundation,  and  selected  local  election 
offices,  among  others,  to  discuss  their  coordination  with  FVAP  and  their 
knowledge  of  FVAP’s  long-term  planning  activities. 

We  compared  these  activities  with  leading  practices  for  strategic  planning 
that  we  have  identified  in  prior  work,  informed,  in  part,  by  requirements 
from  the  Government  Performance  and  Results  Modernization  Act. 
Specifically,  in  prior  work,  we  identified  six  leading  practices  in  federal 
strategic  planning  by  reviewing  (1)  the  Government  Performance  and 
Results  Act  (GPRA)  of  1993,  as  updated  by  the  GPRA  Modernization  Act 
of  201 (2)  associated  Office  of  Management  and  Budget  (0MB) 
guidance;®  and  (3)  related  leading  practices  that  we  have  identified  in 
past  work.®  We  selected  the  six  leading  practices  because,  according  to 


have  previously  reported  that  Government  Performance  and  Results  Act 
requirements,  even  where  not  directly  applicable,  can  serve  as  leading  practices  for 
strategic  planning  at  lower  levels  within  federal  agencies  than  those  at  which  the  act 
generally  applies,  such  as  planning  for  individual  programs  or  initiatives.  For  example,  see 
GAO,  Foreign  Aid  Reform:  Comprehensive  Strategy,  Interagency  Coordination,  and 
Operational  Improvements  Would  Bolster  Current  Efforts,  GAO-09-192  (Washington, 

D.C.:  Apr.  17,  2009),  p.  31. 

®ln  prior  work  identifying  the  leading  practices,  we  reviewed  Office  of  Management  and 
Budget,  Circular  A-1 1,  Section  210:  Preparing  and  Submitting  an  Agency  Strategic  Plan, 
July  2010. 

®For  example,  see  GAO,  Executive  Guide:  Effectively  Implementing  the  Government 
Performance  and  Results  Act,  GAO/GGD-96-1 18  (Washington,  D.C.:  June  1,  1996);  Tax 
Administration:  IRS  Needs  to  Further  Refine  Its  Tax  Filing  Season  Performance 
Measures,  GAO-03-143  (Washington,  D.C.:  Nov.  22,  2002);  Managing  for  Results: 
Strengthening  Regulatory  Agencies’  Performance  Management  Practices,  GAO-GGD-00- 
10  (Washington,  D.C.;  Oct.  28,  1999). 
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officials,  FVAP’s  current  strategic  planning  efforts  are  in  the  initial 
planning  stage,  and  we  judged  these  practices  to  be  the  most  relevant  to 
evaluating  FVAP’s  strategic  planning  activities  to  date. 

To  assess  whether  FVAP  planning  activities  exhibited  each  of  the  six 
selected  leading  practices  in  federal  strategic  planning,  two  analysts 
independently  conducted  a  content  analysis  of  documents  related  to 
DOD’s  plans  for  its  UOCAVA  voter  assistance  program  to  determine  the 
extent  to  which  they  exhibited  six  selected  leading  practices  of  federal 
strategic  planning.  The  analysts  independently  rated  each  of  the  six 
selected  leading  practices  as  “exhibits,”  “partially  exhibits,”  or  “does  not 
exhibit”  by  DOD.  We  determined  that  DOD  “exhibits”  a  leading  practice 
for  federal  strategic  planning  when  FVAP’s  activities  explicitly  addressed 
all  characteristics  set  forth  in  the  leading  practice  and  determined  that 
DOD  “partially  exhibits”  a  leading  practice  when  FVAP’s  activities 
addressed  at  least  one  or  more  characteristics  of  the  leading  practice,  but 
not  all  characteristics  of  the  leading  practice.  Finally,  we  determined  that 
DOD  “does  not  exhibit”  a  leading  practice  when  FVAP’s  activities  did  not 
address  any  characteristics  of  the  leading  practice.  We  compared  the  two 
sets  of  independent  observations,  discussed  how  each  analyst  arrived  at 
the  assigned  rating,  and  collectively  reconciled  any  rating  differences. 

We  conducted  this  performance  audit  from  June  2015  to  April  2016  in 
accordance  with  generally  accepted  government  auditing  standards. 
Those  standards  require  that  we  plan  and  perform  the  audit  to  obtain 
sufficient,  appropriate  evidence  to  provide  a  reasonable  basis  for  our 
findings  and  conclusions  based  on  our  audit  objectives.  We  believe  the 
evidence  obtained  provides  a  reasonable  basis  for  our  findings  and 
conclusions  based  on  our  audit  objectives. 
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The  Federal  Post  Card  Application  acts  as  a  registration  and  absentee 
ballot  request  form  for  absent  servicemembers,  their  families,  and  citizens 
residing  outside  the  United  States.  The  Federal  Voting  Assistance 
Program  (FVAP)  provides  the  Federal  Post  Card  Application  to  the 
services  for  distribution  to  overseas  voters.  In  addition,  on  its  website, 
FVAP  compiles  and  distributes  descriptive  material  on  state  procedures 
related  to  the  application  and  instructions  for  completing  and  sending  the 
application. 
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Figure  3:  Federal  Post  Card  Application  (p.  1  of  2) 
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Figure  3:  Federal  Post  Card  Application  (p.  2  of  2) 
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wStoM  MMMVaeeraiHwgtwWMUA.M  toateceienaieMVi  ... 

'  M  MW  ran  «iMra  i<u  itoB. 
■  wM  ptWM  nwM  tow. 

Afanaaui  ftoto  vw  cwvtaf  e  a  arMi  you  we  agwMg  »  wM  own  wM  MM  a  paw  to  tong  M  wa 

>ertonge>Mtow.SoMMaMeto>*itMiyewtowtow - — - - .  —. 

enFVii>ge>tovew8lMen  - 


For  any  queaepto  tooa  Vto  tom,  cptoUl  the  ^ang 
ijiMUna  Guae  a  itoiBli  w  tord  copy  w  cn 
rVAP.9Dv«  your^Wig  Awatwvc  OHbw 


Agency  Disclosure  Statement 


«MOiWiMaaiiMMe,PiAtoiOOeOTtoTv<Miyoii» 
OOMVkC  ICO  KRM  to  r»«  toCaUSMOwC. 


Privacy  Act  Statement 

MiM>  TriiBMWM  WiMliei  WWnMItoiiMi  ei  rM 

tomwnmean  4J  ueC  wna.  IMWM  M  Omm  CM«m 
toMMm  vMt  to  wocaae.* 


From 

(Vow  naea  M  aaien  eoHtoaa  aaury  vr  eawmaa  iMlng  atoeMi 


U&PoalagePad 

MUSC340e 


PX^R  AVION 


VMamaMnaaamwpoaagaaieqiaeeatoiMHaaonva  «  • 

UA  Paata  Saivioa.APO>FPOn  Warn,  witotoa  to:  Boutfv 


OFFICIAL  ABS04  TEE  BALLOTING  MATBUAL  -  FIRST  CLASS  MAIL 


NO  KWtAOC  NECCSSAfrr  M  nc  U  A IWWL  .  OUW  701A0 


To 

(tew  loca  aiwawi  aaoa  fi  vw  iMMO  Stoaa.  Cnaoi  ytov  auaat  pagat  a  ra  voaig 
toaacwvaOuUaanFva^atotocaAaa  weaewarj 


Source;  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,  |  GAO-16-378 
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The  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  is  a  write-in  backup  ballot  that 
absent  servicemembers,  their  families,  and  citizens  residing  outside  the 
U.S.  can  complete  to  vote  in  federal  general  elections.  The  Federal 
Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  provides  the  ballot  to  the  services  for 
distribution  to  overseas  voters.  In  addition,  FVAP  compiles  descriptive 
material  on  state  procedures  related  to  the  ballot  and  provides 
instructions  for  completing  and  sending  the  ballot  on  its  website. 
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Figure  4:  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (p.  1  of  4) 


Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (FWAB) 

'  '  VotraAss<stafic»uuK»3NQuowftrureoDpyor 

Far  absent  Unrfonncd  Service  members.  th«r  and  citizens  rMNing  outstde  th*  U.S.  on  FvAPoovoryourVotngAsisstanceOlioer 


Instructions  for  Voter's  Oectaration/AffirTnation 

The  ^aiffxarbers  ana  nsruccens  below  oorrespond  10  the  numbered 

boaes  ontbefaceefthefonn 

In  most  SUtes.  you  trust  have  fe^stered  and  requested  an 
absentee  bJot  from  yotfvotngjwsdcbon  to  use  Itwfami  If  you 
haw*  mt  done  this,  you  cannot  use  tKs  form  lefess  yotr  SbiB 

1  alowsvolerre^strabonvalheFWAB.  If  you  Stale  does  not  ^ow 
you  ti  register  B  vote  usmg  ih(s  bnn  and  you  hare  not  afeeady 
sufamcied  a  Federal  Post  Card  Application  or  regsBredtequesaed 
an  absentee  balot  by  otner  means .  you  FWAB  VMI  not  be  coueed 

ThedassrficiatonyouctioosemayoeeefTTwienwrvtfielectwrKsi 

2  you  iwl  be  allowed  IP  vo>e  .  Choose  the  one  that  best  represents 
you  current  situ^)on. 

The  nfcrmabon  you  enter  lor  you  rumeshaid  maizh  tfie 
eifermson  you  used  to  regsier  to  vote.  l>ie  local  election  offioal 
who  recervesfrie  term  w*  match  this  to  you  voter  regseaten 
nidrmabon. 

Whie  most  Stales  ^Ow  you  B  erwer  c4her  you  Cover’s  Ltcens* 
rxfTberorthc  last  Ad^ts  ctf  you  Sooal  Scouity  Nurber.  some 
Mil  nvoMaw  evsform  wehout  youM  SSN.  Check  you  Staw's 
pages  h  the  Voeng  Assstanoe  Oude  en  FVAF.gov  to  see  if  you 
4  StaKreqirestfBliflSSN. 

Abo,  rrany  Stales  asJt  that  you  provide  you  race  or  ethne  ^oup  n 
order  to  OenKinstTatetha  they  are  com^yngwBh  the  VotngRghis 
Ad  and  ffw  Maticnal  Voter  Regstrabon  Ad 

If  there  are  qjcsticns  about  you  term,  local  elecbon  officials 
wil  use  Ihs  rfbrmabon  to  contad  you.  An  emai  address  s  the 
j  srrBfestandfastostwaytortfwmtodoso  Vbuvoengmatenais 

vMlbesenttotheemal  an^ess{es)1hayouprotfOehereif  you 
request  (  and  you  Slate  aiows  t  Indude  an  artemaee  phone 
nurbern  Box  9  rwcessry. 

^  If  you  want  to  vole  nprmaryelccoons.  most  States  requr*  you  to 

specify  a  political  party 

The  decermnes  the  fusdcbcnvibere  you  vote  FdrmiaryvceKS 
ihevotngaodresssyouiegalUS.residertoe  Fdroverseas 
ctosenstfkSisusuaiytheUS  addessM^wreyouiastfeved  You 
j  do  ndneeo  to  have  any  curent  physical  tes  to  ttvsaddess  Do 

nd  use  a  post  office  bCK  nuntoer  If  the  area  has  no  sveet  names . 
eneerthe  route  nurrber  and  boa  nurber  The  address  you  erfer 
here  must  match  the  aodress  you  used  when  you  requested  an 
absentee  balci 

Enter  toe  address  where  you  want  votng  materials  to  be  sent 
0  VoOngmaMrialswe  be  sent  lotos  address  uSess  you  enter  a 

ferwaning  addess  n  BoK  9 

Entoranythrg  here  that  wotid  help  ensue  you  baltot  IS  accepted 
Indcaie  you  preferred  metood  tor  neccrwng  Injure  balds  emal. 

^  artnedownload,cr^ifre>(atesled  Youcanafwaysgetyou 
abserlee  balot  by  rrml  Che^  you  State’s  pages  n  toe  Votng 
Assistanoe  Glide  on  FVAP.gov  tor  anytomg  you  State  may 
speciftcaly  requre  here 

Affimiabon  Read  tod  carctoly  It  ts  what  you  are  agrecrgtouider  oath 
and  penatty  of  perjury  by  filng  out  and  sertong  n  tors  farm.  Sorr* 
States  requre  ihte  you  torm  be  witnessed  Check  you  State's 
pages  n  toe  Voting  Asss&rce  Glide  tor  you  Side's  requremend. 


Source:  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program.  |  GAO-16-378 
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Instructions  for  Official  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot 

Towote.  write  netheracanddate'sname  era  pdCcal  partytoreach 
office  You  Sae  may  ^ow  you  to  vote  1  State  and  local  ele  ebons  n  toe 
Addendun  section  of  ihs  baltot.  ff  you  SLbmti  the  FWAB  and  later  receve 
you  State  balot  you  tetoiid  make  every  reasonable  eftort  to  irform  you 
local  election  office  and  retun  you  State  balot 

Some  Slates  alow  you  to  send  you  Federal  Wte-f>  Absertee  Balot 
eiectroncaly  ^ter  pnrtng.  sigvng  and  scamng 

To  ream  by  mart,  told  toe  balot  Put  it  n  a  biark  envelope,  scat  toe 
envelope,  ana  mart  C  *Secuty  Eiveicpe '  Tbs  secuity  envelope  keeps 
you  vote  private 

Put  the  secuty  envelope  and  toe  Dedar^on  /  Affonabon  torm  irlD  a 
larger  envelope  togetocr  Seal  the  larger  envelope 

To  send  you  balot 

•  For  norv4J.S.maitng  put  toe  correct  amoukcf  local  postage  n  toe 
top  ngs  comer  on  toe  ftore  cf  toe  large  envelope . 

•  In  0>e  upper  left  comer,  enter  you  currerccomplecemltary  or 
ewerseasmafngaddess  and  the  elecbon  date 

•  Under  To.' ereer  toe  narne  arid  rnailrg  address  of  toe  local  election 
offioal  to  whom  you  are  sending  toe  packet  itnvstbetoesame 
local  eteobon  offioe  where  you  sent  you  request  tor  an  absertee 
bdiot 


Agency  Disclosure  Statement 

The  pubhc  reportng  buden  for  this  coieebon  of  eformabon  6 
cstmated  to  average  15  mnutes  per  response,  ndudngthelmc 
for  reviewing  nstructions.  gatocmg  and  maetanvig  the  data 
needed,  and  oompietng  arxl  reviewtng  the  cole  ebon  of  mformation. 
Send  comments  legardng  this  burden  esbmact  or  any  other 
aspect  of  this  oolecton  of  nformacon.  nckjdmg  suggestions  for 
reduchg  the  burden,  to  the  Oepartment  of  Defense.  Washington 
Headquarters  Servees.  Eivcuove  Serwees  Drectoraie.  irtformaeon 
Managemert  Diviston.  4800  Mark  Center  Orve.  East  Tower.  Suee 
02G09.  Alexandria.  VA  22S50-3100  pMB  CONTROL  eOTCM- 
0502}  Respondents  should  be  aware  that  notwrtostandtfig  any  other 
provTSion  of  taw.  no  person  shal  be  subject  to  any  penalty  for  fafng  to 
eempfy  wth  a  eoiecbcn  of  nfermabcii  if  e  dees  not  display  a  currendy 
vaMOMBccrKfol  number  PLEASE  DO  NOT  RETURN  YOUR 
COMPLETED  FORM  TO  THE  ADDRESS  ABOVE. 


Privacy  Act  Statement 

Aulhorty;  The  authority  to  cdect  you  persdnal  ntormabon  on  tors 
form  comes  from  42  U^  1973ff.  \lnifotTned  and  Overseas  Citaens 
Abserviee  Voeng  Act  (UOCAVAX’ 

PmctoalPupose  Tbs  form  serves  as  a  wnte-n  absentee  ballot  for 
elections  for  Federal  ^fice  or  other  electons  provided  by  State  law  or 
speool  provisions  for  al  persors  covered  by  UOCAVA 

Routine  Use(s^  There  s  no  retention  of  Vvs  mformabon  by  the 
Federal  government  Cor  ipicted  forms  are  sent  by  you  to  an 
appropnate  State  eleoton  offioal. 

Disclosure:  You  disclosure  of  personal  nformabon  IS  vokrury 
However,  ^fue  to  provde  toe  requested  rtormabon  may  resiA 
to  the  Federal  Write-ei  Absentee  Balot  not  beng  recognized  and 
toeretore  not  counted. 
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Figure  4:  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (p.  2  of  4) 


Voter's  Declaration/Affirmation 
Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (FWAB) 


For  any  quHaonc  aMU  tns  twin,  concur  vte 
Acwtance  GU(W  auaUM  r  naro  copy 
or  on  F  VA  P  gov  or  your  Voong  AccisUiKt 

oncer 

PioacoprWHWOP*. 


OuatrfkalKxi  & 
'/oterRegstrabon 

Mry  sacn  fvourt  rur  lou 
M 'vgefeTd  and  requra  V 

aeMTVe  DMCI  Mtve  utno  n  « 
lonr, 


Nav<yoijarMayrtgria8feoaoof»queaeoanaec«faHMio<? i  1  nc  □  no 

I  r|«uaruMrHo.ieucindevtv*ttr«*M«fa  aMtCMAMiciben.ornBiM  CtMtt.bjrrannov^MaoeiM  cntciyotr 
3wrte*0esrir«N'ecr>eASB5an<edt*oeenFVAPo«vloseerj9<f  CtMrsiMrs'cosmcnt'aviiilem 

□  latoMrrtercgMNto^ariawnquMianaMeniMMiiMioraicicctionci'ionieMamcagMiovoic 


Ctasafkation 

w*kc  OMy  1  loecDen 


D  I  atn  a  mcTTMTcr  re  onirorrrtMServtcM  or  uertrurtMinnc  on  aettveouey  Oft  D  lamanecgiCMetpouceoroepenoert 

G  larnanaccvaBMHaooruiGuarammMrDnSCaaoroerc 
2  □  lanaas  criaerrNHrgou9M*MunitastaiK.arMirnridiorctinv 

D  lamaU.S  cficcrrMKlr90U9M*r«UrttMStaM.ar>gmyr«tunRno(c«rjtn 
□  I  arn  a  u.ScttBen  ana  ruve  never  fecdMriir»unaMSu(M. 


Laartamel 

I 

=V«-I  I 

Legal  name 

3 

Fvitnarne  | 

I  Moaenamel 

I 

Pfwoucftame(rappceao<ei^^^_  I 

rr 


rr 


Identificabon 

Oe«r«  OtitK  'veufv  )i«urfUi 
03K  cneenyotf  Otjttieaeti 
n  fw  voO^e  AtMOnce  duiM 
enFVAP^ov 


suee  Drtverc  licence  or  1^. 

OR  Social  Securty  Nir««r 

tmm  I  I  I  I  I  I  I 


c«*  □  M  Qf  RaeeL 


Contact  informabon 

>iciuM  rntmaewiA  p«T<iet 
NoOdN  nw»iMa 


II . 

. 

I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I 

I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I  I 

Emai  I 

AeergteEma*| 

Poitcal  party 


$  YOU  Sian  may  requre  you  locpecrry  a  poBcai  parry  vwoaerpnmaryeieeaonc; 


I  I  I  I  ^^1  M  I  I  1 1  I  M  i 


Where  to  send  my 
votng  materials 
TTNctcyourorent 
miangaaareMana  s 

tnouaoearercmitorr 
aoowe  tfrequred.oiac* 
afor«arar>9aimc(in 
eoK9. 


Adcibonal 
recyuu’ements 
tor  your  State 
a«icnat  AAnMwtrKtoi 

’^•VwrUne  ® 

MMU.  aaSMAO  pftMW. 

«r  oTver  StMc  rcQUM 
n^wracen  SeeyotfStMts 
HOC*  w  rc  voong  Asteanet 
Ow>oe«nfVAeo«v 

AflnMtton  (REQUIRED):  icwear  or  Am.  inoerpenaR)  or  pM^.nat 

•  TTieimtTnacanontrHiOimKeue.aec«ntt.andcompieteioiheM«orniykno*i«age. 

I  uioerstano  mai  a  maierai  pvccutcmert  or  tact  in  corr)(MOori  or  tree  aocuTtent  rnay  concaube 
groirtoi  for  oonvictior  cr  peryuy 

•  I  am  a  as  cazen.  at  leact  i«  yean  or  age  lor  «Q  oe  oy  Tit  oay  or  Vie  ciecsoni  eegeie  to  von  in  v» 
requectea  yuoKOon.  ana 

•  lam  notacquaiaeaiovotedue  to  njwig  been  coTMctea  oratory  orctheracquaiiryingcnence. 
nor  nave  I  beer  a^uacaoea  nertatry  meompcMrt  or  r  10.  my  voorg  ngtc  nave  been  remctaM.  ana 

•  I  am  not  regictenng.  requecarig  a  ballot,  orveeng  n  any  otnerytcoidMn  ri  tne  irnea  Stuec.  ecc«o< 
rie  jutcacaon  ctea  in  me  voong  tirm 

•  invQang.iMvemarwaar)atea»cancbaeattnprvaieanarvaver«(aao«icaanyp*rtani»oocerve 

marung  ortna  baeoc  eacept  tnoce  aunortne  to  accis  Mterv  uioer  state  and  Feoerai  a*. 

*ii|ufiPW  i— HIM  ^  HttVUMiOlTMNCAMbOwMiB  «>*A»Ab 


StfMtur*X 


PM  e  S  V  T  T 


^/odng  residence 
address 

UMerrrjOtrosiu.0  rn«cn« 
«ry«reo»UC  rvtWencc 
Scf  ntructons 


Stieft  Adaecc  ixieo  Imi  [ 

7  CtyiToen.'Viiage  [ 

C»«y| 


Source:  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program.  |  GAO-16-378 
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Figure  4:  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (p.  3  of  4) 


Official  Federal  Write-In  Absentee  Ballot 

Vote  by  writing  the  naneanrVor  party  afNiation  of  the  candidate  for  whom  you  wish  to  vole.  Some  States  allow  the 
Federal  Write-In  Absentee  Ballot  to  be  used  by  military  and  overseas  voters  in  elections  other  than  general  elections  or 
for  offices  other  than  Federal  offices.  Consult  the  Voting  Assistance  Guide  to  determhe  you  State's  policy. 

Kresioeni^vic«  Hresiaent:| 

U.S.  Senator':  | 

1 

u.^.  Kepreseniaiive/L>eiegate''/Ke$i<Kni  commissioner': 

*  Legal  residents  of  the  District  of  Columbia  may  vote  only  for  PresidentAAice  President  and  Delegate. 

”  Legal  residents  of  Amencan  Samoa,  Guam,  Puerto  Rico  and  the  U.S.  Virgin  Islands  may  vote  only  for  Delegate 
or  Resident  Commissioner  to  the  Congress. 

Addendum 

If  you  are  eligible  to  use  this  balot  to  vote  for  offices  other  than  those  listed  above  or  for  balol  initiatives,  please  ndicate 
in  the  spaces  provided  below,  the  office  for  which  you  wish  to  vote  (for  example:  Governor.  Attorney  General.  Mayor. 

State  Senator,  etc.).  Vou  may  also  indicate  the  baSol  intiative  and  your  vole  lor  Ihe  initiative. 

Office  /  Ballot  Initiative 

Candidate  Name,  Party  Affiliation, 
or  Initiative  Vote 

Form  180  (Rev  06-2013) 

Source:  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program.  |  GAO-16-378 
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Figure  4:  Federal  Write-in  Absentee  Ballot  (p.  4  of  4) 


Soum  F«d«>*iVo(ingAu«twio*Piograni  |  GAO-t9-379 
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Tag  for  Military  and  Overseas  Absentee 
Ballots 


Servicemembers  in  overseas  military  postal  locations  can  use  Label  1 1- 
DOD  to  return  envelopes  containing  completed  absentee  ballots  via 
Express  Mail  service — the  fastest  mail  service  offered  by  the  U.S.  Postal 
Service — for  regularly  scheduled  federal  general  elections.  The  U.S. 
Postal  Service  produces  and  supplies  the  label  to  the  Department  of 
Defense  (DOD).  The  Joint  Military  Postal  Activity,  which  monitors  all 
postal  functions  for  military  post  offices  with  Army  Post  Office,  Fleet  Post 
Office,  Armed  Force  America,  and  Armed  Forces  Europe  designations, 
supplies  the  Label-1 1  DOD  to  all  Army  and  Fleet  Post  Offices. 


Figure  5:  Label  11 -DOD 


uioo'sdsn  )e  sn  i|sia  6ui>|3ej|  mj 

sn  68Z  99t^  €21  m 

'ny-k-xjy  j  f . 


-spiosoj  jnoX  jo;  q«|  >  luoi;  o)  apoaiBg  -odotOAua  joao  ;oqa|  BufutsuMU  ptoj  'z 

'UOABJopod  IS  qsi  jssi  'c  'sdoiSAUs  ;o  doi  0|  «U||  Jsiuso  auUM  uO|;v  '(sqei  \»»a '  I 


icuonooqtui 


!S^ 


EXPRESS’ 

MAIL 


umtioinrttmui  st»vtct 


ONLY  FOR  USE  WITH 
ABSENTEE  BALLOTS  FROM 
THE  MIUTARY  POSTAL  SYSTEM 


Postage  Paid  for  by  the 
Department  of  Defense 


WAIVER  OF 
SIGNATURE 

Guaranteed  8y  End  Of  Day 

'  -tf  t  ‘  -  4Xiu  :  ) 


EM  123  456  789  US 


Source;  Military  Postal  Service  Agency.  I  GAO-16-378 


Tag  191  is  developed  and  distributed  by  the  U.S.  Postal  Service,  and 
used  by  election  officials  to  identify  ballot  mail  prepared  at  the  First-Class 
Mail  or  Standard  Mail  rates  and  addressed  for  domestic  or  international 
delivery.  Although  use  of  the  tag  is  optional,  it  provides  greater  visibility  to 
containers  of  ballot  mail  as  they  move  through  Postal  Service  processing 
and  distribution  operations. 
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Figure  6:  Tag  191 


This  tsg  intMtded  for 
DOMESTIC  A/JO  INTFRNATWIAl 

BALLOTS 

ONLY 


‘isw'.ro  nij’Aurv 

(IlflVt* 

lignin  MAiKKetic.1 

BALLOTS 

ONLY 


Source;  Military  Postal  Service  Agency.  |  GAO-16-378 
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OFFICE  OF  THE  UNDER  SECRETARY  OF  DEFENSE 

4000  DEFENSE  PENTAGON 
WASHINGTON,  D.C.  20301-4000 

MAR  29  2016 

PERSONNEL  AND 
READINESS 

Ms.  Brenda  S,  Farrell 

Director,  Defense  Capabilities  Management 
U.S,  Government  Accountability  Office 
441  G  Street,  NW 
Washington  DC  20548 

Dear  Ms.  Farrell, 

This  is  the  Department  of  Defense  (DoD)  response  to  the  Government  Aceountahility  Office 
(GAO)  Draft  Report  GAO-16-378,  “ELECTIONS:  DoD  Needs  More  Comprehensive  Planning 
to  Address  Military  and  Overseas  Absentee  Voting  Challenges,”  dated  March  4,  2016  (GAO 
Code  352040). 

Thank  you  for  the  opportunity  to  comment  on  the  draft  report.  We  appreciate  the  time  and  effort 
put  forth  by  your  staff  in  collecting  information  for  the  preparation  of  this  report.  Please  sec  the 
enclosure  for  our  responses  to  the  report’s  recommendations. 

The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  embraces  the  Six  Selected  Leading  Practices  of 
Federal  Strategic  Planning  and  will  produce  a  final  strategic  plan  this  year  based  upon  guidance 
provided  in  the  thorough  third-party  review  FVAP  commissioned  the  RAND  Corporation  to 
perform.  FVAP  will  share  the  final  strategic  plan  upon  its  release  in  December.  Addressed 
below  are  the  characteristics  identified  as  missing  for  each  of  the  practices  below: 

1 .  Define  the  mission  and  goals.  FVAP  will  make  the  complete  plan  publicly  available  in 
December  2016. 

2.  Define  strategies  that  address  management  challenges  and  identify  resources  needed  to 
achieve  goals.  Most  factors  that  influence  the  success  of  a  voter  are  outside  the  control,  or  even 
influence,  of  DoD.  States  run  elections  and  individual  voters  must  take  the  actions  necessary  to 
register  to  vote,  request  a  ballot  and  vote  in  a  timely  manner.  FVAP  works  to  facilitate  the 
process  between  these  groups  and  to  improve  areas  where  it  has  the  ability  to  affect  the  process. 
This  includes  working  with  the  Military  Postal  Service  Agency  where  FVAP’s  direct  impact  is 
minimal. 

3.  Ensure  leadership  involvement  and  accountability.  DoD  has  a  well-established  chain  of 
command  in  carrying  out  its  responsibilities  under  the  Uniformed  and  Overseas  Citizens 
Absentee  Voting  Act  (UOCA  VA).  The  lines  of  accountability  are  articulated  in  DoD  Directive 
5124.02,  “Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness,”  June  23,  2008,  and  DoD 
Instruction  1000.04,  “Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program,”  September  13,  2012. 

4.  Involve  Stakeholders.  Stakeholder  involvement  was  a  prime  requirement  of  the  RAND 
research  study,  as  the  research  team  needed  to  gauge  their  views  of  FVAP’s  responsibilities. 
These  clarifications  led  to  the  creation  of  improved  communication  strategies  to  rectify  those 
beliefs  that  were  inconsistent  with  actual  program  goals  and  responsibilities.  Realizing  that  some 
of  the  inconstancies  regarding  the  understanding  of  FVAP’s  role  were  in  part  due  to  prior 
communications  from  FVAP,  it  was  critical  to  understand  how  each  stakeholder  thought  of 
FVAP  to  work  toward  a  future  relationship  built  upon  mutually  agreed  upon  understanding. 
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These  responsibilities  are  incorporated  throughout  FVAP’s  strategic  plan  development  and  day- 
to-day  operations. 

5.  Coordinate  with  other  Federal  agencies.  FVAP  coordinated  with  other  Federal  agencies  in 
the  development  of  its  mission,  goals,  and  strategies  as  they  were  included  in  the  RAND  study; 
the  positive  and  productive  collaboration  resulted  in  the  newly  defined  and  focused  strategic 
goals. 

6.  Develop  and  use  performance  measures.  FVAP  and  each  of  its  employees  are  evaluated 
under  yearly  perfoimance  measures  tied  to  the  work  done  on  a  daily  basis.  These  are  also  lied  to 
FVAP’s  overall  mission  and  will  be  updated  accordingly  concurrent  with  the  release  of  the 
FVAP  strategic  plan.  The  updated  performance  measures  will  continue  to  track  upward  from  the 
individual  to  the  FVAP  office,  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  the  Under  Secretary  of 
Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness,  and  overall  Departmental  strategies  and  goals. 

While  we  agree  with  the  need  for  a  long-term  strategic  plan,  we  take  issue  with  the  draft  GAO 
report’s  conclusion  tliat  the  cun-ent  lack  of  such  a  plan  has  hindered  FVAP’s  ability  to  respond  to 
the  challenges  faced  in  the  military  and  overseas  citizen  voting  enviromnent.  The  enclosure 
clearly  delineates  many  of  the  data-driven  efforts  FVAP  is  undertaking  in  2016  as  described  in 
its  2014  Report  to  Congress.  The  Department  continues  to  focus  on  areas  where  some  level  of 
control  or  influence  exists.  Additionally,  FVAP  communicates  with  stakeholders  on  a  regular 
basis  to  clarify  the  Department’s  responsibilities  and  provide  a  realistic  interpretation  of  its  role 
in  the  absentee  voting  process. 

As  of  the  date  of  this  letter,  the  FVAP  staff  is  in  full  execution  mode,  carrying  out  the 
organization’s  planned  programs  and  activities  in  support  of  the  2016  elections;  its  top  priority  is 
the  provision  of  customer  service  to  voters  and  election  officials. 

We  agree  there  is  always  room  for  improvement,  and  the  Department  is  committed  to  ensuring 
that  every  Service  member,  eligible  family  member,  and  overseas  citizen  who  wants  to  vote  has 
the  tools  and  resources  required  to  successfully  cast  a  ballot  in  elections  for  federal  office. 


Respectfully  yours. 


Brad  Carson 

Senior  Advisor  to  the  Under  Secretary  of 
Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness, 
Performing  the  Duties  of  the  Principal 
Deputy  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for 
Personnel  and  Readiness 

Enclosure: 

As  stated 
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GAO  DRAFT  REPORT  DATED  MARCH  4,  2016 
GAO-16-378  (GAO  CODE  352040) 

“ELECTIONS:  DOD  NEEDS  MORE  COMPREHENSIVE  PLANNING  TO  ADDRESS 
MILITARY  AND  OVERSEAS  ABSENTEE  VOTING  CHALLENGES” 

DEPARTMENT  OF  DEFENSE  COMMENTS 
TO  THE  GAO  RECOMMENDATION 


RECOMMENDATION  1 :  The  GAO  recommends  that  the  Secretary  of  Defense  direct  the 
Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for  Personnel  and  Readiness  to  establish  time  frames  to  complete 
actions  that  its  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  has  identified  it  will  take  to  address 
challenges,  and  also  to  use  these  time  frames  to  demonstrate  progress  for  stakeholders,  ineluding 
through  its  statutorily  required  annual  reporting. 

DoD  RESPONSE:  Partially  concur.  While  we  agree  that  established  time  frames  can  provide  a 
“yard  stick”  in  which  to  measure  program  effectiveness,  a  practical  reality  is  that  any 
recommendations  featured  in  FVAP’s  reports  to  Congress  are  taken  for  immediate  action  and 
incorporation  into  FVAP’s  next  federal  election  window.  This  programmatic  practice  has  been  in 
place  for  several  election  cycles  which  provide  a  natural  time  frame  for  completion.  For 
example,  below  are  the  programmatic  developments  that  are  complete  or  currently  underway  in 
support  of  the  2016  election  cycle  per  the  recommendations  for  action  in  FVAP’s  2014  Report  to 
Congress. 

Awareness  of Resources 

The  Federal  Voting  Assistance  Program  (FVAP)  has  many  efforts  underway  to  increase 
awareness  of  DoD’s  myriad  voting  assistance  resources.  This  goal  is  particularly  important  for 
FVAP  because  post-election  data  continually  reveal  a  statistically  significant  positive 
relationship  between  DoD  resource  use  and  the  increased  likelihood  of  a  military  of  overseas 
citizen  returning  an  absentee  ballot. 

Historically,  FVAP  has  leveraged  DoD’s  network  of  Voting  Assistance  Officers.  FVAP 
continues  to  work  closely  with  the  Military  Services  to  train  and  inform  Voting  Assistance 
Officers  but  it  also  is  attempting  to  bridge  a  wide  gap  by  communicating  directly  with  individual 
voters.  Rather  than  relying  solely  on  the  Services  to  reach  voters,  FVAP  created  a  suite  of 
marketing  and  outreach  materials,  conducts  communication  campaigns  and  operates  an  internal 
call  center.  Following  the  2014  election,  FVAP  conducted  a  systematic  review  of  its  materials  to 
identify  potential  challenges  with  the  language,  design  and  organization  of  content.  The  majority 
of  the  military  population  is  under  the  age  of  30;  to  reach  and  communicate  more  effectively 
with  this  demographic,  FVAP  created  new  content  tailored  specifically  for  a  generation  that 
primarily  interacts  through  digital  and  social  media  platforms. 

For  its  publication  of  the  2016-2017  Voting  Assistance  Guide,  FVAP  already  moved  forward 
with  standardizing  its  language  and  content  to  reflect  plain  language  principles  and  enhance  the 
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level  of  standardization  in  content.  This  effort  is  complete  and  better  reflects  the  challenge  for 
FVAP  to  display  content  that  serves  both  the  needs  of  the  voters  mid  Unit  Voting  Assistance 
Officers  operating  in  the  field. 

FVAP  further  examined  the  relationship  and  influence  of  spouses  on  the  voting  behavior  of 
active  duty  militm*y  and  how  best  to  leverage  them  as  a  key  information  resource.  Survey  data 
have  shown  that  married  active  duty  military  (ADM)  have  higher  participation  and  absentee 
voting  rates.  Married  ADM  also  reported  higher  rates  of  requesting  and  returning  absentee 
ballots  compared  to  unmarried  ADM  in  2014.  The  goal  of  this  project  is  to  leverage  results  of 
research  findings  mid  the  resources  available  to  tap  this  demographic  and  boost  awareness  of 
FVAP  services  and  resources  across  this  population.  Key  efforts  will  focus  on  identifying  and 
establishing  a  Point  Of  Contact  within  each  of  the  Service  family  advocacy/readiness  directorates 
and  distribute  information  to  them  for  further  dissemination  of  absentee  voting  information 
throughout  the  2016  election  cycle  for  ADM  spouses.  Impacts  will  be  measured  through  the 
conduct  of  the  post-election  survey  for  active  duty  military  and  the  possible  continuation  of  a 
separate  spouse  survey. 

As  part  of  its  recent  efforts,  RAND  examined  the  collection  and  application  of  metrics  for  the 
voting  assistmice  program,  including  those  reported  by  the  Voting  Assistance  Officers  to  develop 
a  model  for  how  these  metrics  can  be  used  to  assess  election  yem  performance  mid  permit  course 
corrections.  This  approach  will  yield  value  overtime  as  it  is  premised  on  the  observation  of 
metrics  over  time  and  the  difference  between  historical  values  versus  those  that  are  observed  in 
the  midst  of  an  election  year.  FVAP  completed  development  of  how  to  leverage  these  data  and 
will  be  piloting  this  effort  in  2016. 

Additionally,  because  military  families  are  highly  mobile  and  might  move  every  two  or  three 
years,  submitting  a  new  registration  and  ballot  request  may  not  top  their  list  of  priorities  -  or  they 
might  not  even  be  aware  they  should.  To  help  address  this  issue,  FVAP  has  inserted  address- 
update  reminders  into  the  automated  change-of-duty-station  process  (via  milConnect)  and  is 
working  continually  to  improve  education  and  outreach  efforts  informing  these  citizens  of  the 
importance  of  keeping  their  contact  information  current  with  election  officials. 

Ultimately,  the  decision  to  vote  is  up  to  the  individual  regardless  of  their  awareness  of  the 
resources  available. 

Following  the  2016  General  Election,  FVAP  will  refine  its  analysis  and  apply  2016  metrics  into 
its  approach  for  the  future  now  as  a  fixed  approach  and  application  of  metrics.  FVAP  will  also 
furnish  a  full  accounting  of  these  efforts  in  its  2016  Post- Election  Report  to  Congress. 

Postal  Delivery  of Ballots 

Although  the  ability  to  directly  affect  systematic  changes  to  mail  processes  is  limited,  FVAP 
works  closely  with  the  Military  Postal  Service  Agency  (MPS  A)  to  offer  guidance  and 
communicate  trends  reported  from  the  election  community.  It  is  important  to  note  that  while 
electronic  delivery  of  blank  balloting  materials  holds  significant  promise  for  improving  the 
absentee  voting  success  rate  for  UOCAVA  voters,  determining  the  exact  impact  of  recent 
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amendments  to  UOCAVA  requires  more  deliberate  research  using  quantitative  analysis.  Much  of 
the  recent  research  referenced  in  the  draft  GAO  report  was  qualitative  in  nature,  so  FVAP 
encourages  a  cautionary  approach  for  those  who  may  be  tempted  to  infer  conclusions  for  the 
entire  cohort.  An  additional  overlay  of  time  frames  by  FVAP  regarding  efforts  for  improvement 
to  postal  delivery  could  be  counterproductive  since  the  process  is  controlled  by  stakeholders 
other  than  FVAP. 

State  Processes 

FVAP  entered  into  a  cooperative  agreement  with  the  Council  of  State  Governments  (CSG)  in  an 
effort  to  build  State  election  administrators’  and  policymakers’  awareness  and  understanding  of 
the  Department’s  voting  assistance  mission,  as  well  as  identify  ways  to  improve  the  absentee 
voting  process.  The  CSG  Overseas  Voting  Initiative  was  formed  through  the  agreement  and  is 
charged  with  developing  targeted  and  actionable  improvements  to  the  voting  process  for  military 
and  overseas  citizen  voters. 

CSG’s  Overseas  Voting  Initiative  maintains  two  separate  advisory  working  groups.  These 
groups  are  making  significant  progress  in  providing  State  policymakers  and  State  and  local 
election  officials  with  best  practice  guidance  to  ensure  UOCAVA  citizens  are  able  to  exercise 
their  right  to  vote.  Though  FVAP  has  worked  closely  with  election  officials  in  the  past,  the 
working  groups  facilitate  true  collaboration.  Through  its  cooperative  agreement  with  CSG, 
FVAP  has  the  ability  to  improve  the  actual  absentee  voting  process  for  military  and  overseas 
voters. 

FVAP  is  actively  engaged  in  research  during  the  2016  election  cycle  in  two  significant  areas: 

1 .  The  Council  of  State  Governments  (CSG),  MPS  A  and  the  United  States  Postal  Service 
(USPS)  are  currently  working  through  a  pilot  program  that  will  enable  full  tracking  for 
the  entire  lifecycle  of  a  ballot  through  the  USPS  and  MPSA  mailstream.  This  tracking  is 
currently  scoped  to  cover  both  the  blank  ballot  delivery  process  and  the  return  side  of  the 
voted  ballot.  The  intent  of  this  effort  is  to  increase  the  level  of  customer  service  for 
military  voters  through  regular  updates  on  where  absentee  voting  materials  are  at  in  the 
process,  as  well  as  provide  transactional-level  data  for  research  to  assess  the  overall 
challenges  with  the  absentee  voting  process. 

2.  CSG  is  leveraging  the  principle  of  data  standardization  to  pilot  an  approach  for  moving 
away  from  the  reliance  on  survey  data.  This  pilot  will  examine  the  use  of  transactional 
information  that  is  structured  in  such  a  way  that  it  provides  answers  to  all  of  FVAP’s 
survey  questions  of  election  officials,  but  provides  transaction-level  data  for  voters  to 
identify  key  contributors  for  ballot  rejections  (e.g.,  voters  applying  late  in  the  process 
increasing  likelihood  of  ballot  rejections). 

The  time  frames  established  for  both  of  these  efforts  will  yield  initial  results  in  2016,  and  FVAP 
will  look  to  incorporate  preliminary  findings  into  its  2016  Post-Election  Report  to  Congress. 
Other  activities  commissioned  by  FVAP  contained  within  the  CSG  Cooperative  Agreement 
reflect  other  elements  of  research  and  recommendations  that  need  more  consideration  and  further 
stakeholder  involvement  prior  to  moving  into  the  FVAP  portfolio  of  services.  Again,  FVAP 
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looks  forward  to  sharing  updates  on  these  activities  in  either  its  formal  strategic  plan  or  as  the 
work  is  completed. 

RECOMMENDATION  2:  The  GAO  recommends  that  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for 
Personnel  and  Readiness,  through  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  direct  FVAP’s 
Director  to  fully  implement  the  six  selected  leading  practices  of  federal  strategic  planing  into 
the  day-to-day  operations  of  the  program. 

DoD  RESPONSE:  Concur.  However,  it  should  be  noted  that  the  public  release  of  overall 
findings  from  RAND’s  assessment  on  the  FVAP  organizational  structure  was  the  formal  trigger 
for  these  efforts  to  begin  in  earnest.  As  noted  in  the  RAND  report,  initial  steps  were  taken  in 
2015  during  RAND’s  investigative  process  to  position  FVAP  as  a  customer-focused  service 
delivery  organization  for  the  2016  election  cycle.  FVAP’s  reorganization  continues  to  pay 
dividends,  as  does  its  focus  on  a  core  mission  for  UOCAVA  voters  of  providing  direct  assistance. 
The  perception  of  some  stakeholders  that  FVAP’s  direction  may  be  a  result  of  personal  agendas 
within  FVAP  is  acknowledged,  but  this  likely  comes  from  experiences  with  FVAP’s  recently 
withdrawn  requirement  to  conduct  an  electronic  voting  demonstration  project  and  the  resulting 
perception  of  some  stakeholders  that  FVAP's  scope  was  overreaching.  FVAP’s  current  efforts 
are  focused  and  constrained  to  its  statutory  authority  and  looks  forward  to  formalizing  all  of 
these  gains  in  a  future  release  of  its  formal  strategic  plan. 


RECOMMENDATION  3:  The  GAO  recommends  that  the  Under  Secretary  of  Defense  for 
Personnel  and  Readiness,  through  the  Defense  Human  Resources  Activity,  direct  FVAP’s 
Director  to  complete  the  development  of  a  strategic  plan  that  fully  exhibits  the  six  selected 
leading  practices  of  federal  strategic  planning,  including,  but  not  limited  to: 

•  A  statement  of  FVAP’s  revised  mission  and  goals; 

•  An  identification  of  strategies  that  address  management  challenges  and  resources  needed 
to  achieve  goals; 

•  A  description  of  leadership  involvement  and  accountability; 

•  A  description  of  stakeholder  involvement  in  the  development  of  FVAP  priorities; 

•  A  coordination  strategy  to  communicate  the  program’s  mission  and  goals  to  other  federal 
agencies;  and 

•  A  description  of  performance  measures,  aligned  with  program  goals,  that  FVAP  will  use 
to  track  progress  toward  goals. 

DoD  RESPONSE:  Concur.  FVAP  has  made  significant  progress  in  the  development  of  its 
strategic  plan  as  much  of  the  findings  from  the  RAND  research  completed  in  2015  provide  the 
public  framework  for  the  formal  crafting  of  the  FVAP  Strategic  Plan.  FVAP’s  initial 
reorganizational  efforts  completed  in  2015  have  been  guiding  the  orgmiization  throughout  the 
preparation  and  its  execution  of  the  2016  election  cycle  voting  assistance  program;  it  is  an 
example  of  the  direct  application  and  rapid  response  in  which  FVAP  undertook  programmatic 
reforms  due  to  RAND’s  assessment. 
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GAO’S  Mission 

The  Government  Accountability  Office,  the  audit,  evaluation,  and 
investigative  arm  of  Congress,  exists  to  support  Congress  in  meeting  its 
constitutional  responsibilities  and  to  help  improve  the  performance  and 
accountability  of  the  federal  government  for  the  American  people.  GAO 
examines  the  use  of  public  funds;  evaluates  federal  programs  and 
policies;  and  provides  analyses,  recommendations,  and  other  assistance 
to  help  Congress  make  informed  oversight,  policy,  and  funding  decisions. 
GAO’s  commitment  to  good  government  is  reflected  in  its  core  values  of 
accountability,  integrity,  and  reliability. 

Obtaining  Copies  of 
GAO  Reports  and 
Testimony 

The  fastest  and  easiest  way  to  obtain  copies  of  GAO  documents  at  no 
cost  is  through  GAO’s  website  (http://www.gao.gov).  Each  weekday 
afternoon,  GAO  posts  on  its  website  newly  released  reports,  testimony, 
and  correspondence.  To  have  GAO  e-mail  you  a  list  of  newly  posted 
products,  go  to  http://www.gao.gov  and  select  “E-mail  Updates.” 

Order  by  Phone 

The  price  of  each  GAO  publication  reflects  GAO’s  actual  cost  of 
production  and  distribution  and  depends  on  the  number  of  pages  in  the 
publication  and  whether  the  publication  is  printed  in  color  or  black  and 
white.  Pricing  and  ordering  information  is  posted  on  GAO’s  website, 
http://www.gao.gov/ordering.htm. 

Place  orders  by  calling  (202)  512-6000,  toll  free  (866)  801-7077,  or 

TDD  (202)512-2537. 

Orders  may  be  paid  for  using  American  Express,  Discover  Card, 
MasterCard,  Visa,  check,  or  money  order.  Call  for  additional  information. 

Connect  with  GAO 

Connect  with  GAO  on  Facebook,  Flickr,  Twitter,  and  YouTube. 

Subscribe  to  our  RSS  Feeds  or  E-mail  Updates. 

Listen  to  our  Podcasts  and  read  The  Watchblog. 

Visit  GAO  on  the  web  at  www.gao.gov. 

To  Report  Fraud, 
Waste,  and  Abuse  in 
Federal  Programs 

Contact: 

Website:  http://www.gao.gov/fraudnet/fraudnet.htm 

E-mail:  fraudnet@gao.gov 

Automated  answering  system:  (800)  424-5454  or  (202)  512-7470 

Congressional 

Relations 

Katherine  Siggerud,  Managing  Director,  siggerudk@gao.gov,  (202)  512- 
4400,  U.S.  Government  Accountability  Office,  441  G  Street  NW,  Room 
7125,  Washington,  DC  20548 

Public  Affairs 

Chuck  Young,  Managing  Director,  youngc1@gao.gov,  (202)  512-4800 

U.S.  Government  Accountability  Office,  441  G  Street  NW,  Room  7149 
Washington,  DC  20548 
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